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Dedication


Chapter One

I sat at the bar, stirring an amaretto and orange and waiting for the blond muscle head in the corner to look my way. He and his buddies were preoccupied sucking test tubes from the shot girl’s cleavage. Their cheers and catcalls tangled with the thumping hip-hop, and my head pounded.

Left alone, I would’ve been snuggled in sweats and glued to the Food Network. Not trawling the bars.

But when was I ever left alone?

No way was I missing my Iron Chef for this frickin’ mission. It was time for Plan B.

I swiped my fingers in the condensation on my glass and rubbed at my mascara. Once raccoon eyes were in effect, I rumpled my blonde ringlets, slipped my dress straps off my shoulders and casually elbowed my glass as I stumbled off the barstool.

Crash.

That turned some heads. The bachelor party cheered, and my mark whistled with two fingers in his mouth.

Cute.

I swayed over, stumbling past the shot girl. Biceps caught me before I could hit the floor.

“You okay?” He licked his lips, and I could feel him eyeing the smudged make-up and slipping neckline. As much as I despised it, the floozy ploy never failed.

“Fiiiiine.” I pulled away and faked another stumble.

He caught me again. “What’s your name, sugar?”

I wanted to knee him in the balls for the ‘sugar’, but I could do that on my own time. “It’s Jenny.” I used to give out an alias, but it was pointless. As soon as I got their powers, my targets forgot me. The sooner the better with this guy.

 I giggled and stroked his arm. “What are you, a boxer?”

“They call me Steel.” He puffed out his chest, waiting for me to recognize the name.

It took me a second to bite back a snicker, but hopefully he took the silence as awe. “You’re the Steel? What’re you doing in Vegas?”

“Panther’s bachelor’s party.” Steel tipped his head toward the cat-clawed future groom, whose whiskers were buried in the shot girl’s double D’s. “The Manhattan Ten are in the house.”

Always with the superhero card. But if Steel wanted to brag, I could play that game. All the better to get back in time for the Battle Prosciutto.

“Ohmigod!” I fisted my hands in Steel’s shirt. “I love you guys!”

Steel chuckled. “Want an autograph?”

“I think I have a Sharpie or…” I fumbled with my purse.

“Chill.” Steel tugged me away. “Let’s go upstairs. I left some photos in the VIP lounge.”

Lamest. Pickup line. Ever.

With Steel’s super-strength, I couldn’t get free without causing a scene, and the mission was a covert capture. Coded DNGC.

Do Not Get Caught.

I let Steel pull me up the ramp, faux-giggling all the way. The bouncer was an ex-NFL linebacker, but he jumped out of Steel’s way like a pimple-faced freshman from the chess club.

The rest of the Manhattan Ten clustered around stripper poles, ogling the dancers. Cyclone kept shooting jets of water at the chick in the nurse costume, soaking her teensy scraps of fabric.

So classy.

My stomach flip-flopped as I counted the heroes. Steel and Cyclone. Red Ruin, Jet and The Annihilator. Plus Panther and Thunder out in the club, and Thinktank in the corner. Only he was staying out of the action. He sat with his eyes closed and an untouched drink.

I’d thought Steel was exaggerating the whole “all of us are in the house.” It was supposed to be Panther, Steel and one or two others at most. Apparently a terrorist threat in Manhattan wasn’t reason enough to miss a good bachelor party. How the hell was I supposed to get Steel away from them?

Thinktank glanced my way, and I blanked my thoughts. His dark gaze penetrated, fluttering against my mind. I’m just a floozy. Drunk and hooking up with a superhero. Nothing special.

Either I didn’t register, or Thinktank was tired of all the debauchery. He closed his eyes and sank back into his own head. He’d be a problem later. I had a bigger one to deal with first.

Steel scooped me up and pinned me to a sofa. He sucked at my neck, suffocating me in a cloud of Axe and Cuervo. My heart pounded, and I had to remind myself that I was in control. Kind of.

His kiss took me full on the mouth. My power stirred, but I could hold it back when I wanted a real lip-lock. Too bad Steel wasn’t on my make-out list

“Steel…” I wiggled away. “Can we go in the back? I want to be alone.” I couldn’t use my powers in front of the Ten. As soon as I struck, they’d all be after me. I couldn’t risk it.

Steel chuckled. “Let’s play here, baby.” His hand slipped up my shirt.

I snagged his wrist before his fingers found my bra strap. Exhibitionism wasn’t really my thing, especially with a super-powered audience. My stomach twisted. I was going to have to be more persuasive.

Even though he was drunk and ten times stronger than me, he let me shift positions. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and nibbled his earlobe. Steel moaned softly.

“Don’t you want me to yourself?” I whispered. “We’d have more fun without your friends watching.”

“Whatever you want, sugar.” Steel lifted me like nothing, though he copped a feel or two as he moved us to one of the private rooms. I kissed his neck to avoid Thinktank’s glare.

I breathed a sigh of relief when he elbowed the door shut. This room wasn’t messing around. Instead of token couches, a king-sized bed took up the floor space. There was a mini-bar, a nightstand whose contents I didn’t want to know and some intense mood lighting. Disco ball and everything.

Before Steel could toss me again, I yanked his head back. “I like to be on top.”

He grinned and sat on the bed, lowering me so I straddled his hips. I pushed him down. Now I was in control. I reached under my skirt for the handcuffs on my thigh garter and let them dangle and clink in front of him. “Do you like games?”

“Kinky.” Steel didn’t fight as I attached him to the headboard.

“Robert Donavan, alias Steel.” The cuffs clicked. “I’m authorized to take you into custody under section three point eight of the Superhero Justice Act. You’re to be tried for the rape of one Miranda Hutchins.”

His eyes widened. With his super-strength, he could’ve snapped the chain, but he didn’t have the time. I lowered my mouth. As soon as our lips met, it was too late.

He gasped, but my power worked fast. I sucked in his breath, sifting through his life force until I sensed the glowing center of his being. His powers. Once I could feel them, they were mine.

Steel’s eyes rolled back, and he sagged against the bed. I left him cuffed and disentangled to straighten my dress and hair.

That was one obstacle down. Now all I had to do was get a three hundred pound lump of unconscious muscle past seven of his closest hero friends, out of the club and down to the station.

It was asking a lot, considering I was just freelance. But who else could do it? If they got to keep their powers, supers tended not to sit around and wait for trial.

Hooray for justice.

With Steel’s strength coursing through me, giddiness outweighed my nerves. I could make this work. I had plenty of powers of my own. As long as I kept it stealth, I’d be fine. Though Iron Chef was looking like a bust.

I hovered up to the ventilation panel in the ceiling and heaved it open. It was big enough that I could squeeze in, but Steel’s shoulders were twice as wide as mine. That was out. I could make us both invisible and walk out the door, but that wouldn’t fly with Thinktank outside. A little invisibility wouldn’t fool him.

Widening my eyes, I focused on the walls. My vision sank through the layers. Paint, drywall, frames and wiring, and back out again. We shared one wall with the club, one with the VIP lounge and one with another private suite where Jet was occupied with a couple of strippers. I flinched away.

The fourth wall was more promising. It connected to an empty men’s bathroom, and I stretched my vision further.

Two women were touching up their lip-gloss in the adjoining women’s bathroom, and past that the only other obstacle was a service hallway. Through there, I could get into an alley, go invisible and fly away. The ladies grabbed their purses. I grinned and cut the X-rays.

The handcuff key was tucked in my bra, but I wanted to test my new strength. It was always best to show a new power who’s boss.

I gripped the metal headboard and pulled. Decorative iron snapped, and Steel slipped free.

I flipped him over my shoulders. He reeked of booze and sweat, but the smell was the only way I could tell he was there. This whole super-strength thing was clutch, though I knew I’d regret it later. I even had a free hand to press through the wall.

My skin tingled. Steel’s weight hit me as I yanked him through. It took three times more focus than usual, and I almost snagged him on a hot water pipe. Breathing hard, I stumbled into the men’s bathroom.

I was halfway to the sinks when the door cracked against the wall. Thinktank thundered in with energy crackling around his temples. Of course it was him.

Why hadn’t I checked his dossier before the mission? Right. He was supposed to be in New York. I knew he could read minds, but there was definitely more, and he looked way too muscular for a brain. His power jabbed against my skull like a fist squeezing my brain.

“Who do you work for?” With the question, pain jolted so hard my knees almost gave.

Fight or flight? I could win if I had to, but it wouldn’t be pretty afterward, and Thinktank hadn’t done anything wrong. It was time to cut my losses and run.

I swung Steel off my shoulders and tossed him like a horseshoe. He hit Thinktank like the whole horse, and they crashed into the bank of urinals.

I sprinted for the wall. God, I needed a teleporter to break some laws. This was ridiculous.

I dove. Thinktank’s energy contracted around me. Instead of going through the wall, I face-planted. White streaks shot through my vision as my nose made a sickening crunch.

Blood dripped to stain my dress. I glared over the hand cupped to my face.

Steel lay crumpled under the spray of a shattered urinal, but Thinktank was on his feet and approaching. The closer he came, the more my head ached. I couldn’t let him get his hands on me. Which meant letting loose the fireworks.

I flung my hands, casting a wall of fire between us. He cursed and jumped back. If the flames burned him half as badly as they seared my skin, it was worth it.

Another pang, and the fire guttered. Thinktank looked sooty but unharmed.

Bastard.

I let loose a wave of ice, with some laser beams for good measure. The cold was excruciating on burnt skin, and the lasers felt like atomic buffalo sauce jetting through my retinas. So much for my TV lineup. Or being coherent the next few days. My body was going to hate me for using this many acquired powers.

Thinktank dodged, lifting his fingers to his temples. A laser sizzled into his arm just before it fizzled. I slipped on leftover ice as his power clamped down.

He grabbed me by the back of the neck and kicked open a stall. “Who do you work for?”

With the question, Thinktank plunged my face into the toilet.

Ick. Cold. Disgusting.

I spluttered and kicked, but he must’ve done this before. His grip wouldn’t budge. I thrashed harder.

“The Rogue Alliance?” He plucked me out and thrust me down again.

Couldn’t the bastard just read my mind? If he couldn’t, I had one more card left. He was going to pay for making me use it.

Suppressing the urge to vomit, I took a huge gulp of toilet water. It tasted like bleach and things I didn’t want to think about, but thanks to the wannabe pirate/merman I’d apprehended off Somalia, my body pulled out enough oxygen to clear the spots from my eyes. I let my limbs go limp.

Thinktank hoisted me up and peered into my eyes. His mental hold relaxed—just barely. It was enough.

Gluing my mouth to his, I gave him back some of the nasty water as I sucked out his powers. He toppled, and I collapsed on him, hacking up whatever I’d swallowed.

My lungs burned and my body ached, but I scrabbled over to Steel. I dragged him out of a puddle and headed for the wall.

Thinktank twitched. I really, really wanted to leave him. He’d interfered with my sting and almost blown the mission. And what kind of guy had the stomach to keep a rapist on his crime-fighting squad?

But whatever Thinktank’s questionable leadership policies, he was a hero. Bona-fide. He saved babies from four-alarm fires, disarmed bio-weapons and had kicked enough supervillain ass to warrant a knighthood, a Congressional Medal of Honor and a Nobel Peace Prize. Anyone with a TV knew that much.

He was a good guy. And I’d have to give him back his powers.

I grabbed each of the heroes by an arm and dragged them through the wall, glancing back in time to see Red Ruin and The Annihilator tear through the door.

They had no chance with their leader out of commission. We flashed invisible as I flew us out into the alley and into the air.

Vegas glittered below us, but hauling the men took away from the spectacle. Just because I could lift them didn’t mean I should. Pain ripped up my arms, tearing through my shoulders.

We were all going to have dislocated shoulders if I didn’t get to the station soon, and hauling both of them, I couldn’t exactly jet. Despite the pain, I shivered. Even in summer, Vegas got cold when the sun set.



Nothing like flying over the nighttime desert in a soaked mini-dress.


Chapter Two

As soon as I sprawled onto the roof at the station, a detachment of officers swarmed. Four of them dragged Steel away to be booked and the rest approached Thinktank and me in a cautious semi-circle. One radioed the chief. I pressed my face against the roof, content to lay and catch my breath.

By the time the chief puffed up the stairs, I’d managed to sit up. Go me.

“What do we have here?” With a toe, Chief nudged Thinktank onto his back. His eyes bulged. “Don’t tell me this one went off the reservation?”

“No…” I pushed to my feet. I should’ve spent the flight over thinking of some good excuses, but of the two of us, I was the one off the reservation.

“Everyone clear out.” The chief waved the remaining officers back to the door. Despite the darkness, I could make out the muscle twitching under his eye. Once the door slammed, he turned the full force of his disapproval on me. “Explain, Ray.”

At least he wasn’t mad enough to use my name in front of the other officers. “The intel was wrong. It was almost all of the Ten.” The two ladies had skipped out on the debauchery, but eight were plenty of trouble.

“Shit.” Chief ran fingers through his salt-and-pepper hair. It had a lot more salt these days.

“I almost made it anyway, but Thinktank sensed me. He attacked before I could explain.”

“Could be worse,” Chief said. “We’ll brief him when he comes to.”

“Well…”

“Goddammit. You took his powers?” Chief’s muscle tic kicked up a notch.

“Giving them back now. He’ll never know the difference.” I crouched next to Thinktank while Chief grumbled.

Unconscious, in jeans and a black collared shirt, he should’ve looked like a regular guy passed out after a hard night at the bars. Not even close. He was too tall, too chiseled, and too…something I couldn’t pinpoint. He was good-looking, though not movie star gorgeous, with a crooked nose and short dark hair. No frosted tips or gangsta jewelry like all of the club rats who were trying too hard. Just an unassuming confidence that I had to admit was a little sexy.

Then again, he’d shoved my head in a toilet.

I planted my hands on Thinktank’s shoulders and sealed my mouth to his chilled lips. Sifting through my reservoir of power, I felt for his energy. Steel’s strength jumped to the top of the pile, but I shifted it aside. Dozens of other heroes and their powers swirled inside me—shape-shifters, doppelgangers, fliers, and weather-workers—but none of the energies belonged to him.

Recoiling, I closed my eyes and searched deeper. There. I found the power and wrapped it around me, focusing in on the chief.

—him out of all the heroes she could bring in? But Murdoch’s on vacation, so there’s no one to tip the press. We can spin this. Mistaken identity. Sit him down and explain the situation with Steel. He’s a good guy. He’ll—

Between Chief’s thoughts and the pounding headache, I definitely still had Thinktank’s powers. I bent for a second kiss. As soon as our lips touched, the power slipped away like oiled marbles.

I tried again. And again. Nothing.

“What’s the hold up, Ray?” Chief asked when I came up for air.

“There’s a problem.” I wiped my lips against the back of my hand. A problem with my powers, or his? Either way, I was the one in trouble. “I can’t give the powers back.”

“Say that again?”

“It’s never happened like this. I can feel his energy, but it won’t go back.”

The chief paced, and I couldn’t resist the urge to listen in.—what I get for relying on heroes. Goddamn. The paperwork. She was off mission. We can’t keep him here. She’ll have to mop up on her own—

“What?” I jerked away from Thinktank.

The Chief frowned. “Well, Ray. You’re up the creek this time. It was an unauthorized capture, and I won’t keep an innocent hero after you’ve stolen his power. You broke it, you fix it.”

“That’s…” Bullshit. A terrible idea. But it was mine to fix. I wouldn’t have touched Thinktank if I’d imagined this could happen. “Where should I take him?”

“Anywhere but here. And try to have this fixed before the Feds are on your ass.”

“Chief! You wouldn’t—”

“I have to phone it in, Jenny.” He lifted a hand and his voice softened. “I trust you, and I know you wouldn’t pull a stunt like this on purpose, so I might forget to make that call until tomorrow, but I will make it. This guy’s the top hero on the East Coast. We keep the Feds informed or they’ll have us both in cuffs.”

“I’ll take him back to my place.” I cringed at the thought. My penthouse was my sanctuary. The only place I was Jenny Ray instead of Temptress. I never brought guys back, let alone heroes. It would start with Thinktank, and then a few alphabet agencies looking for him, followed by his crime-fighting buddies, and soon I’d be on the map for every super who wanted revenge. I needed to get him out before he woke up.

Swinging Thinktank onto my back, I floated for the edge of the building. “I’ll call when I figure this out.”

“You better,” Chief said as I flew further. “And get some rest. You look like hell.”

I snorted. Hell? That was for damn sure.

Coasting away from the glitter of the strip, I climbed for more altitude. By the time we made it to the Palms and touched down on my balcony, I felt like I’d been put through a pasta roller. The infinity pool’s lights glowed invitingly, but I wanted a bath. A hot, hot bath.

I kicked off my heels and moved through the sliding door, flicking lights with one hand and balancing Thinktank with the other. I flipped him onto the boxy sofa in the formal living room. His feet hung over the edges, but instead of looking awkward, he made the sofa look ridiculous. Like contemporary furniture wasn’t man enough to hold him.

Making him as comfortable as I could, I rearranged his arms. Blood oozed from his biceps. The laser. I’d scored a better hit than I thought.

I padded on cold tiles to the bathroom and opened my under-sink pharmacy. Prescription bottles crowded the tiered shelves. I popped a couple of Vicodin from the enormous bottle at the front and blinked in some eye drops before wrestling out the med-kit. I had a broken nail, but my nose looked worse than it was and, for once, someone else had the worst of the scrapes and burns. I was just really, really skuzzy. I flicked the taps for the tub and added three scoops of eucalyptus bath salt. Between those and the Vicodin, I’d have to start feeling less like tenderized meat, but bliss would have to wait a few more minutes.

Thinktank hadn’t stirred on the couch. Unbuttoning his shirt, I couldn’t help but notice his abs. I could totally do my laundry on that washboard.

I tried to maneuver the shirt off, but he was too heavy. I grabbed scissors from the med-kit. I’d already done enough that de-arming his Armani wouldn’t make it any worse. After a few snips, I draped the severed sleeve over a sofa arm and bent to check the damage.

An even half-circle tore through Thinktank’s arm, just below his M10 tattoo. Singed skin curled around the wound, but there wasn’t as much blood as I thought, and the laser had self-cauterized. To be sure, I sprayed some anti-bacterial mist before wrapping his arm with gauze.

That was one issue down. The next one wasn’t so simple.

Focusing on Thinktank’s energy, I let his powers rise to fill me. His thoughts blurred with wordless images that wouldn’t come into focus. I could sense tangles of awareness from all over the hotel, including the chaos from a rager in the penthouse four floors up. That, I’d expected. Everything else was a surprise.

Thinktank’s nose had been broken three times. He was left-handed and a Master in kung fu. The temperature in the penthouse fluctuated between 67 and 68 degrees, and everywhere I looked, I had an instant count. Candles, eighteen; wine glasses, thirty-two; and hairs on Thinktank’s arms, one-hundred thirty-seven thousand, two-hundred eighty-five.

I couldn’t shift my gaze without new waves of ratios and measurements. The longer I looked, the more it built, until I had full-scale statistics. Thinktank breathed an average of eleven and a half times per minute. Before I could get overwhelmed with the measurements of his lips, I ducked for kiss.

As soon as we touched, his power slipped my grasp, slinking back to the swirl of energies inside me. Pain jabbed into my skull. As if the situation wasn’t enough of a headache, I had to get an actual migraine. I pulled away and left Thinktank to sleep it off. Maybe his powers were so aware that they needed him conscious before they’d snap back. It had never happened before, but his powers weren’t like any of the others in my repertoire.

I poured a glass of sangria and made my way to the tub. Short of molesting him, there was nothing I could do until Thinktank woke. I wasn’t going there. We could talk it out after my bath. After swishing through half a bottle of mouthwash, I kicked off my dress and panties, leaving them balled on the tile, and sank to my shoulders in the steamy, eucalyptus-scented water.

Hero-work could wait a while.



I jerked awake. I’d gone numb to that harpy’s kiss, but I couldn’t sense her. Or anything short of the obvious. I was in a million dollar penthouse—still Vegas by the skyline—cramped on a pretentious sofa with a missing sleeve and a bandaged arm.

Nothing else.

No specs, no data, no measurements.

Silence. No powers.

Temptress. For a guy with a super-brain, I was a royal idiot. She’d slipped by me like nothing, passing under my safeguards and hitting Steel before I could blink. Still, I’d had her.

Then she sucked my soul out. If I couldn’t get my powers back—

No. Fuck that. Where was she? And where was Steel?

The penthouse was too quiet. A few dim lights glowed, but other than the red stilettos tipped over on the balcony, the place looked like a model unit. The formal dining room was still set with stacks of plates and folded napkins. Did anyone live here? Or was it meant to be my holding cell?

I slipped into the kitchen. A wineglass stood in the sink, printed with scarlet lipstick. She had to be here. I couldn’t key in on her thoughts to confirm, but my ears worked fine, especially with so little else to distract.

A soft splash echoed from the hallway. I stole toward the noise. Was it Temptress? I wasn’t her match at the moment, but I gritted my teeth. Either way, I was getting Steel and my powers.

I moved through more empty, decorator-sterile rooms. The bedroom was the only one that looked lived-in, with a closet full of clothes and a bottle of cologne on the nightstand. I pressed my ear to the closed door. I’d kick it down if I had to, but for the hell of it, I turned the knob. It eased open.

Temptress lay in the square marble tub, eyes closed, with wet curls plastered to her cheek and shoulders. Asleep, no make-up, the soft light glowed against the curve of her neck. No wonder Steel had been fooled. He might be a red-blooded hero, but he’d screwed us all over for women who didn’t come close to this one. Under other circumstances, I might’ve taken my chances and slipped into the tub.

But they called her Temptress for a reason. I had to assume she was faking.

I pushed the door open further. An empty wine glass and an open bottle of pills sat on the tub’s marble ledge. I froze. She couldn’t be…

Not if she was taking my powers with her. I sucked in a too-loud breath.

Temptress’s eyes snapped open. Piercing blue, they glared fire. Like she was the victim.

“Where’s Steel?” I returned the glare and strode toward her. After two quick steps, power pressed against me. My forehead banged the invisible barrier. So she could do force fields. What other tricks was she hiding?

“Steel’s in police custody until he goes on trial for rape.”

“Rape?” Her words knocked me back. A trial? Temptress was a vigilante. “Who accused him?”

“That’s confiden—”

“Bullshit.” I thumped the wall. Steel liked his women willing. He’d never touch a girl who wasn’t interested. If he had, I’d kill him myself. “He’s my subordinate. Tell me.”

Temptress sighed and rubbed her temples. “Miranda Hutchins. Two months ago, after the Ten saved her life stopping a robbery at First American.”

“He’s innocent.” Miranda was desperate, a divorcee with two kids who could’ve been considered a stalker if Steel wasn’t so good at avoiding her.

“The jury will decide that. Heroes aren’t above the law.” Temptress tucked damp hair behind her ear, shifting the water enough to show the upper curves of her breasts. I couldn’t help noticing, but I wasn’t distracted.

“You want to lecture me about the law?” At least if she was telling the truth, Steel was safe. “After you stole my powers?”

“What about you, Mr. Action Hero? Were you going to drown me until I was dead, or just brain damaged?”

“You’re claiming self-defense?” I’d been foolish to attack her like that, but there’d been no other choice once I realized who she was. I hit the wall again. “When you can do this?”

“That is making my raging migraine worse.” Temptress slumped, tipping her head back as she sank deeper into the tub. “If you can chill for thirty seconds, I’ll let the field down and explain.”

“Fine.” I could use some explanation. The pressure around me relaxed.

“I botched the mission, okay? I was supposed to bag Steel and get out, but our intel said you and most of the others weren’t going to make it to the party. I wouldn’t have gone with the plan if I’d known you’d all be there.”

“Temptress works for the police?” That was hard to swallow.

“Always. Not that you’ll believe me. I’m supposed to be some badass supervillainess who seduces innocent, law-abiding heroes, right?”

“Something like that.” The girl was legendary. She’d taken more supers—villains and heroes—off the market than any other mercenary, and she was one of a handful of us who was unregistered with the bureau. Untraceable. It was assumed that her targets went missing or worse. Not to prison.

“I’ve never killed anyone.” She rolled her eyes.

My chest froze. “You’re using my powers.”

“And they’re frickin’ annoying. I tried to give them back before you woke up, but they wouldn’t stick. It should work now that you’re conscious.”

“What do I have to do?” I gritted my teeth. She lay in the tub, content as could be, flaunting my powers. I knew exactly what that meant. Everything about me was open to her.

“I’d argue that I was about as far from content as a girl could get if I didn’t know what’s coming next.” Temptress drained her wineglass. “Hand me that towel?”

I picked up the towel, but held it just out of her reach. She needed to get out of my head and listen to my words. I repeated them with just as much heat. “What do I have to do?”

Temptress stood, and water slicked down her smooth, knockout body. She grabbed the towel and wrapped it around herself. I would’ve looked away, but it was too late.

“We have to kiss again. But not here. Let me get—”

I couldn’t read minds anymore, but I knew she wanted to say dressed. No more waiting. I kissed her hard, almost savagely, crushing her mouth as I grabbed her shoulders.

She made a noise of protest, but didn’t let loose her arsenal of powers. Instead, she glared for a moment before closing her eyes. Her energy shifted as it had the moment she attacked me, but this was different. I could feel the strength of her spirit and the crushing wave of pain that tried to drown her. My grip loosened, and she shifted, her towel falling as the energy swirled.

Our lips parted, and my tongue found its way into her mouth. She tasted like sweet wine.

Temptress opened her eyes, and her gaze was full of heat instead of powers. Her naked body—hot and still wet from the bath—pressed against my bare chest. I wanted to run my fingers through her damp curls.

God, she was sexy.

If she wanted to seduce me, I could go with the plan. She had the power, and without her good grace I wouldn’t get far. It was the best strategy.

Temptress hooked her thumbs into the waist of my jeans, and her touch jolted down my hips. I gripped her tighter.

I wouldn’t let her wrap me around her finger that easily, but then again, maybe I wouldn’t have a choice.


Chapter Three

Thinktank’s breathing was getting ragged, and I didn’t need to read his mind to know he was attracted. To my body, at least. Not many guys could make out with a naked woman without reacting. He was still bitter, but as our kiss deepened, his angry feelings faded.

I’d managed to hold onto his energy through the kiss, but whatever I did, it wouldn’t go back. I was screwed.

But damn, could he kiss.

Thinktank’s hands slipped down my lower back, and I didn’t try to fend him off. He was practically stealing my breath, and his thoughts had broken down to flashes of images. I caught a few flattering pictures of my body, and some things he wanted to try with it. I wanted to let him.

This couldn’t happen.

I pushed him away and grabbed the soaked towel that had fallen half in the tub. He turned his back, but I couldn’t help listening in.

—losing focus because she’s sexy as hell. Temptress is—

“Could you stop calling me Temptress? I have a name.” Tucking the towel tight around my arms, I swept past Thinktank. Though I wasn’t quite blushing, I didn’t want him to know how much our kiss had me worked up. Now I needed a cold shower.

“What am I supposed to call you?” Thinktank asked.

I hesitated in the doorway. My name was supposed to be secret, but if Thinktank was going to be here a while, he’d get on my last nerve if he kept thinking of me as Temptress. “It’s Jenny.”

“Jenny?” He lifted an eyebrow.

“And what am I supposed to call you?” I would’ve folded my arms, but I didn’t want to drop my towel a second time. It had taken all the balls I had to stand in the tub. I’d almost had an aneurysm when he stormed in. Superpowers or not, I didn’t like being shaken out of a doze to strange men in my bathroom. “Or do you like to go by Thinktank in private?” I wouldn’t put it past him. He seemed like the kind of guy who was all hero, all the time. Standing like a tower of muscles, he wouldn’t have looked out of place with a cape and an eye mask.

“Just Tank.”

Why was I not surprised?

“Well, Tank.” I moved into the bedroom and grabbed my robe from the dresser. “I’m going to change. You can do whatever you want. Call your buddies and tell them you’re safe.” I belted the silk around me and let the towel fall to the floor. Tank didn’t react, but he was definitely watching. “Just don’t invite them over unless they want to lose their powers too.”

Tank’s face tightened. I slipped into the walk-in closet and shut the door. He could pout as much as he wanted as long as he didn’t bring his buddies to my doorstep. I sighed as I slipped into a pair of loose jeans. However this fiasco ended, I was going to have to move again. It had been, what? Ten months at the Palms? That was a personal best. Caesar’s would take me back in a heartbeat, but their chief of security still squicked me out. No self-respecting ex-Marine should wear a mullet. Maybe Mandalay? They had some sweet penthouses.

I sighed again and shrugged into an NYU hoodie. My stomach rumbled. I hadn’t eaten since who knew when, unless booze counted as food. My head and aching body reminded me that wine was not in the food pyramid. Ramen and Iron Chef on DVR would’ve hit the spot, but Tank was on the phone in the living room. He cut his conversation when I walked in. Far be it from me to disturb him in my own home.

I pointed downstairs, and Tank nodded. He could stay right where he was. We might be stuck together, but I wasn’t babysitting.

The elevator offered blissful silence, but as soon as I was alone, pain crashed. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought my arms were hanging by threads of tendon, and that someone had hammered a few railroad spikes into my skull. Not even my eyes were immune. Damned lasers. But I knew better. I shouldn’t have used them.

The doors pinged, and a wave of noise blasted in. I slipped out as a pack of co-eds stumbled in on their stilettos. Why did women wear shoes they couldn’t walk in? Or wear six-inchers to get wasted? I never went higher than four on missions, and at the moment, flip-flops were all I could manage.

On a Friday night, midnight was early by Vegas standards, and the casino was packed. Slots pinged, and a big crowd clustered around the high-stakes blackjack tables, cheering so loudly I winced. With all the women in slinky dresses and mini-skirts, my hoodie and jeans didn’t exactly blend. I caught a few dirty looks as I wove through the hallways. As I passed the Playboy Club, Donny, the massive Samoan bouncer, waved and motioned to lift the rope. That earned me a lot more dirty looks as everyone in line turned to see who rated. I smiled and shook my head. He shrugged.

The clubs would be way more than I could handle. I needed food, and then I was going straight to bed like a good little girl.

I slipped to an employee door but fumbled with my key fob. My hands were still raw from the fire and ice, and I hadn’t had a chance to put on my burn cream. Another strike against Tank. What if he had to stay for a while? What if his powers never went back? I shuddered.

“Excuse me, Miss? This is employees-only.” A bright-eyed, square-jawed security guy touched my shoulder. He had to be new.

“I’m authorized.” I waved my fob against the plate and the locks beeped, but he grabbed my sleeve.

“I’m sorry.” He took in the hoodie and flip-flops. “I’m going to have to ask you to come with me.”

Burning eyes or not, I thought about lasering IDIOT onto his forehead. Before I could, someone grabbed the new guy’s wrist. “You’re not harassing our VIP, are you, Rick?” The larger man glared.

“Sir, she—” New guy’s eyes widened.

“She has a higher security clearance than you do. Now go check the taxi stand and don’t bother Ms. Ray again.”

The new guy nodded and hustled away.

I snorted. “The taxi stand, Seth?”

“What kind of pit boss would I be if I didn’t put the newbies in their place?” Seth winked. In his tailored gray Ralph Lauren, he could pass for a gangster until he smiled. Then his dimples made him look more like a rich kid headed for a charity fundraiser. He held the door open and escorted me down the hallway. “Bad night?”

“The worst.” I hadn’t felt this ragged since I took down the supervillain training cell in Miami. And that was ten to one. The more powers I got, the more they grated on my body.

“Sushi?” Seth asked. I nodded.

“I’ll have them clear the chef’s table.” He strode ahead. “I have to check the floor, but mind if I join you afterward?”

“The more the merrier.” Seth would help distract from the pain. He waved and hurried ahead.

By the time I slipped through the service entrance, Seth was gone, and the chef’s table was set for one. I flopped into the booth, and the head chef came to pour my dish of sake. “What can I cook for you this evening, Ms. Ray?”

Most of the kitchen workers had already gone home. Only a few stations were still cranking out food for the bar. My stomach rumbled from the smell of frying spring rolls. “Nothing special, Noriyuki-san. I don’t want to keep you late.”

Chef Noriyuki narrowed his eyes. “You are too thin, Ms. Ray.”

“I’m not—” I started to defend myself, but the chef had already moved off to bark instructions at the remaining brigade. He wouldn’t listen to me, and I didn’t have the energy to argue. Instead I sipped my sake and watched the chefs, growing more ravenous as new smells filled the kitchen.

 One of the waiters presented me with a tray of high-end sashimi and a mountain of spicy tuna rolls. My favorites. I’d barely started chomping into them when the hot courses arrived. Chef Noriyuki’s assistants heaped the table with everything I loved. Sweet potato tempura, teriyaki vegetables, spring rolls and a steaming cauldron of udon noodles with beautifully sliced veggies that made my mouth water.

“Is there anything else you would like?” Chef Noriyuki approached the table.

“This is amazing. I love you, Noriyuki-san. Seriously. Daisuki.”

The chef was actually starting to blush when a commotion started at the server’s entrance. All I could glimpse through the doors was a tall man and the kitchen workers trying to shoo him away. “I’m supposed to meet Jenny Ray. She’s here, isn’t she?”

My spirits sank. It hadn’t taken Tank long to find me. Or to figure out my last name. Here I’d been doing such a great job pretending he didn’t exist.

“This is your friend?” Chef Noriyuki asked. “I can call security if he is bothering you.”

“You can let him in. Sorry for the trouble.” Chef Noriyuki bowed slightly and called to the other workers. They parted, allowing Tank into the kitchen. He’d found a new shirt somewhere, and slid into the booth like he’d been invited. Why did I have to look like hell when he looked like he just stepped out of a comic book?

“How’d you find me?” I popped a spicy tuna roll into my mouth.

“All you have in your fridge is soy sauce and wasabi. I figured you’d go to the closest place to get Japanese. Lucky you live in a hotel.”

“That’s not all I have.” I took a sip of sake.

“No. You also have more liquor than a frat house. It doesn’t make sense.” Tank gestured at the kitchen. “How do you afford it? The penthouse. The chef’s table. You can’t be doing this on police payroll.”

“Not that it’s your business, but I freelance for the police. I work for the casino.” I slurped into my udon, closing my eyes to savor the rich flavor.

Tank wouldn’t quit. “What do you do?”

“Security. And you ask a lot of questions.”

“Isn’t that how normal people get their information?” Tank had a point. The data he could get from a room was overwhelming. Without his power he had to feel lost, but I was too hungry to humor him.

“We’ll try your powers again later. Just relax and eat something. The tempura will make you forget this ever happened.” I waved, and one of the bustling waiters brought over a spare place setting.

Tank handled the chopsticks like a pro, plucking a piece of sweet potato off the platter and dipping it the sauce bowl. “That’s amazing.”

“Right? If Chef Noriyuki were twenty years younger and without the cute little family, we’d be married.” My toes practically curled when I bit into a spring roll.

“You’ll embarrass Noriyuki-san again, Jenny.” A shadow fell over my plate. Seth had shucked his coat and stood with his sleeves rolled. He looked a little more gangster as he eyed Tank. “Hope I’m not intruding.”

“Nope. Join the fun.” I slid deeper into the booth so that Seth and Tank wouldn’t have to sit next to each other. Somehow I didn’t think they’d get along.

“Seth, this is—” I couldn’t decide how to introduce him. Luckily Seth was quick enough that I didn’t need a lie.

“No introduction necessary. I’m Seth Billings, the pit boss.” He reached across the table to shake Tank’s hand. “It’s an honor. What brings you to Vegas?”

“Bachelor party.” Tank returned the handshake before helping himself to another piece of my tempura.

“We heard a rumor some supers would be in town this weekend. Having a good time?” Seth refilled my sake.

“It’s growing on me,” Tank said.

When I looked up from my udon, both of them were glaring. Of course Tank wanted to be the Alpha male. I was just surprised that Seth was playing along. He looked away first, laying a hand on my arm. “Sorry, Jenny. You must be exhausted, but would you mind doing a quick sweep? There’s some commotion at the tables, and security can’t get a good angle.”

“No worries.” I’d rather poke myself in the eye, but seeing as my room and board were comped, I had to pull my weight. Though I had no intention of walking all the way out to the floor. I clicked on my X-rays and gazed through the walls.

At least fifty people clustered around one of the gaming tables, where a man had amassed a stack of chips taller than his drink. It only took an instant to spot his ploy, but just in case, I swept the rest of the floor and did a quick scan of the guest rooms. I scrunched my eyes and brought my vision back to the table. It stung almost as bad as the laser beams.

“You okay, Jenny?” Seth patted my arm.

“Fine, but you’ve got some work to do. That’s our boy, Ricky, wearing some pretty high-end prosthetics. He also has an ear-piece, and that dealer’s wearing some kind of transmitter.”

Seth’s face darkened. “I’ll take care of it.”

I grabbed his sleeve before he could rise from the table. “And there’s a girl passed out in 518 who could use a stomach pump.”

He took my hand and kissed it with his customary wink. “You’re amazing.”

Tank chuckled as Seth hustled out of the kitchen.

“What?” I glared.

“Are you blind? He’s obsessed with you.”

The noodles dropped from my chopsticks. Seth was a nice guy. We’d spent plenty of time together on security work, but it had always been professional. I hadn’t flirted once during that conversation.

“Read his mind if you don’t believe me.” Tank gestured. Seth was on his way back to us with a cell phone pressed to his ear. He couldn’t have a thing for me, but now that Tank suggested it, I had to know. Against my better judgment, I slipped into Seth’s mind.

—can’t be hooking up with that super-bastard, can she? She’s too good for him. Too good for me. But still—

Whoever was on the phone distracted him, and I cut the powers before my headache could get worse. I felt uneasy, like I’d peeked into the presents before Christmas and it was too late to put the wrapping paper back. I glared at Tank, who wore a knowing smile. It must suck to know what everyone thought about you all the time. Maybe he was lost without his powers, but it had to be a vacation too.

“Sorry again, Jenny.” Seth handed me his cell. “Bellagio for you.”

“Steve?” Despite the warm udon in my belly, I felt cold. The Bellagio’s chief of security never called to chat. “What’s up?”

“Jenny! We’ve got a code black. How soon can you get here?”

“On my way.” I handed Seth his phone. I’d rather eat a fistful of wasabi than leave the kitchen, but duty called. “Code black. I have to run.”

“Damn,” Seth said. “Take the limo?”

“It’s available?” Flying would be quicker than waiting in the cab line, but I didn’t have it in me, especially if I needed to mop up a few rogue supers.

“For you.” Seth clicked on the cell and made another call while I slid out of the booth.

Tank grabbed my hand. “What’s the hurry?”

“I have to go deal with some naughty supers.” I pulled free of his grasp.

“I’m not letting you free until we settle this,” Tank said.

“Suit yourself.” I shrugged and grabbed a tuna roll for the road. “But what if you’re recognized? Or one of these guys is an old nemesis? You want them knowing you don’t have your powers?”

“Who would know the difference?” Tank said. “Besides, you’ll protect me.”

“Right.” But walking around with a superhero stud made me stand out that much more, and I didn’t want to be noticed. I flipped up my hood. “As long as you follow my lead.”

As we made our way into the main lobby, Tank’s presence drew most of the looks away from me. Even if the crowds didn’t recognize him as a hero—which they did, more often than not—he drew attention with his confident stride. I shuffled along in my flip-flops, trying to fade into the background.

One of the Palms’ limos waited at the curb outside. Seth waved us over, and I motioned for Tank to get in first.

“You’ll be careful?” Seth leaned on the top of the door, just a little too close for professional. I tried not to wince. I was so going to overanalyze him now. Like I needed a more complicated life.

“Like a toddler at Swarovski.” I smiled as he shut the door.

“I’m curious.” Tank had slipped to the other side of the limo and leaned against the leather with arms stretched around the headrests.

“What now?” I hoped he was done talking about Seth. He and I were not going to discuss my relationships.

“You could’ve caught that cheater yourself. Why give up the glory?” Tank cocked his head to the side.

“I’m not the glory-getting kind of girl. That’s for the real heroes.” Ones who had their own powers, instead of acquired ones that ripped their bodies apart. Ones who didn’t end a mission half-drowned in a men’s room.

I hadn’t always lived in the shadows, but I didn’t remember anything else, and the idea of going into the open sparked an unease I couldn’t explain. Haze hung over my pre-Vegas days. Whatever had happened back then, it hadn’t been pretty. I figured I’d chewed on a power that didn’t agree with me and landed semi-amnesia.

Maybe that should’ve worried me more, but it made sense. My arsenal had plenty of dark powers I never used. Ever.

So, no glory for me. I was happy doing what I could with what I had. I didn’t need action figures.

“With all your powers?” Tank’s stare deepened. “You could do more good than any of us.”

“All my powers aren’t so great.” If he thought I wasn’t living up to my potential, I’d trade him any time. I peeked out the window. Traffic was bumper to bumper, and we had a few minutes before we made it to the Bellagio, but I still needed to change, which meant using another downside power. I didn’t exactly trust Tank, but he’d help me out as long as I had what he wanted. “I’ll demonstrate for you. Just remind me what I’m doing if I get fuzzy afterward.”

“Remind—”

I cut him off with a raised hand and closed my eyes to concentrate. Picturing my closet, I centered my will around the large make-up case buried under a pile of heels. It resonated, and I pulled.

With a thump, the case fell onto the seat. Then the limo started to spin, and I tipped forward.

A man grabbed my shoulders. “Jenny?”


Chapter Four

“Who are you?” My head pounded. What was I doing in a limo?

“You’re kidding, right?” The man pushed me back into my seat and held me steady. “Tank? You stole my powers?”

“That’s a weird name.” I tried to make eye contact, but it seemed like two or three of him revolved around me. Was he my boyfriend? I wouldn’t be with him if I didn’t know him, and he wouldn’t know my real name if we weren’t close. Did I have a boyfriend?

“What did you just do?” Tank picked up the case and popped the lid. A little red dress rumpled around a pair of stilettos and pots of make-up.

That much I recognized. “I wanted to change, right? Where are we going?”

“The Bellagio.” Tank handed the case over with narrowed eyes. “Apparently there’s a code black.”

“That sucks.” I stripped off my hoodie and the T-shirt underneath. Still woozy, I started to shimmy out of my jeans when Tank grabbed my wrist.

“What?” I tried to shake him off, but he wouldn’t give.

“What’s going on?” Tank’s hand was strong, but his gaze looked confused.

“Does it bother you? I’m wearing…” My bra was a little more scandalous than I’d imagined, with a lot of black lace but not so much solid fabric. Judging by the edge of my panties, it was a matching set. I lifted an eyebrow at Tank. “How well do we know each other?”

“Not that well.” Tank released my arm. “But I’m wondering if we should get better acquainted.” For such a big, confident-looking guy, the words were unsure. And kind of sweet.

The limo had mostly stopped spinning and I shifted to straddle him in my half-off jeans. Tank placed light hands on my thighs—just enough to make sure I didn’t fall. I liked his reaction. He met my gaze with heat in his dark eyes, but didn’t go for the kill. He wanted me to make the first move.

I could do that.

I tilted his head back and softly sucked his lower lip. Tank’s hands tightened, and before I could take a breath, he was kissing back. As my stomach fluttered, energy built between us. It hummed in my ears, harmonizing with our heavy breaths until it burst and I slipped into Tank’s mind.

—shouldn’t be doing this. Damn it. Is she playing me again? I’m not stopping unless she does. Maybe I’ll get my powers—

I gasped and jumped away from him like I’d been electrocuted. Tank. Steel. The misplaced powers. Code black. And the goddamn make-up case I’d summoned without an explanation. I whipped the dress over my head while Tank’s brows furrowed in confusion. It was my own fault.

“What did you do to lose your memory?” he asked as he resettled on the other bank of seats.

“Summoning. It’s never hit me that hard before.” At least he wasn’t questioning my behavior. I usually got dizzy and disoriented, but I’d never had a full-scale personality change like that before. He could’ve been anyone, yet I assumed we knew each other.

Let’s make out, stranger. Great decision-making.

“So you can summon anything you want?” Tank asked.

“Not even close.” With the dress in place, I slipped off my jeans and reached for the make-up. I tapped the case’s handle. “The guy I took the powers from could manipulate liquid mercury. He worked at a factory that made money pouches for banks and armored trucks. He’d sew in a pocket of mercury, then summon it back and steal a few hundred thousand straight out of the vault. Copied the trick in all of my luggage. I can also use it on thermometers and sometimes fish. Very glamorous.” I was still flushed, but talking was starting to cool me down.

Tank sat quietly while I swiped on mascara. I didn’t have time to do anything more than that and lip-gloss. The limo was just pulling into the turning lane for the Bellagio.

“How many powers do you have?”

“Who knows?” It had to be at least a hundred. The Feds probably had a file with a ballpark number and the targets I’d taken on the books, but they didn’t know everything. I’d been kind of a vigilante during the years I should’ve stayed in college, and not even I remembered. I’d blanked out as much of that part of my past as I could. Plus the past haze. My brain was more Swiss-cheesy than I’d ever admit to him.

The limo rolled to a stop, and the driver headed to open our door. I grabbed Tank’s arm. “A code black is multiple supers. We won’t know how many until we’re in. You sure you want to go?”

“I can handle myself,” he said, “and I want to see you in action.”

“I’ll try not to disappoint.” I didn’t feel ready for action. I wanted sweat pants and Egyptian cotton sheets, but I’d been saying that for hours. It was already one of the longest nights on record with plenty of trouble left on my plate.

Tank offered me his arm, and I let him lead me toward the doors. If he weren’t so recognizable, we’d look like any other couple headed back to our room after a night on the town. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Either way we were in mission mode and I didn’t have time to worry about whatever was between us. He cast his gaze around and the rigid muscles in his arm said he was ready if things went off.

Backup. That would be a change.

Steve waited in the lobby, shifting back and forth and looking fidgety for security. As soon as he caught my eye, he strode for us, sneaking an earpiece into my hand as he passed. I popped it in, but didn’t have long to wait.

“Jenny? You ready?” Steve’s voice came through the link. I nodded and he continued. “We’ve had slots paying jackpots all night, and there’s definitely a team running our tables, but we can’t figure out how they’re scamming. The cameras are patchy, and our guys on the floor can’t nail anyone. The two main suspects are in the high-stakes poker room.”

I nodded again, leading Tank toward the VIP area. “You play poker?”

“Some,” Tank said.

“Good. I’ll buy you in.” I tugged him through the crowds, toward the cage for the high-stakes players. Late as it was getting, plenty of die-hards had money to burn. Slots pinged and flickered, and thinner, but more intense, groups clustered around gaming tables.

The girl behind the cage bars jumped to attention. “What can we do for you, Ms. Ray?”

I fished out my wallet and flipped through the casino cards. Tank snorted, but I nudged his hip to silence him. So what if I had a card for every casino on the strip? Though I did need to alphabetize them. After a lot more thumbing through, I pulled out the Player’s Club card and slid it across the counter. “I need twenty grand in chips, please.”

“Yes, ma’am. You’re buying-in to poker this evening?” She set out even stacks of black-striped $100 chips.

“Is there an open seat?” Though I knew they were still playing, it was a little late to buy in to a new game.

“Yes. One of the tables just finished a game. They’re restarting momentarily. Shall I take your chips over?”

“Please,” I said.

The girl bustled out of the cage, motioning for us to follow to the poker room. I pulled at Tank, slowing us down.

“High-roller, huh?” Tank lifted an eyebrow. “Didn’t know casino security paid that well. Maybe I should change careers.”

“Like you could be anything other than a hero.” He was the one who’d asked me why I gave up the glory of the capture. Only a terminal hero would ever come up with that. “And we have to give the money back, so don’t blow it. Just play while I figure out who’s breaking the rules. Wait. Can you do this without your powers?” It hadn’t occurred to me sooner, but he’d have a hard time if he usually relied on mind reading.

“I never used my powers for cards.” His voice was disapproving.

“Just checking.” Though I probably should’ve known. I was definitely planning to use his powers, but I wasn’t in the game. From the sidelines, I’d be able to find the cheaters before the first round of drinks came out. Even so, I tapped two fingers against my neck, giving Steve the signal we were going in.

The room reeked of money, and it had to if it wanted to justify the twenty grand buy-in. All mahogany and leather, the tables shined, and the few guests had more labels than a NASCAR race. One of the tables was just settling in, and the cage girl waited in front of an open seat with my chips and a Grey Goose martini. They knew me too well. I sipped and offered Tank the chair.

“Anything for you, sir?” A table attendant slipped into the vacated spot by the cage girl’s departure.

“Bruchladdich. 1970?"

“Right away, sir.” The girl ducked away while I tried not to splutter. Scotch wasn’t my forte, but that had to be a few hundred dollars a glass. Apparently, he was serious about playing high roller.

Whether it was the order or Tank’s voice, the men at the table turned and immediately recognized Mr. Hero. As the handshaking commenced, I slipped into a chair at the back of the room. I’d been wondering if we should play couple, but this would be easier. Pouty, overlooked girlfriend worked to my advantage.

My earpiece crackled. “You’re on camera, but the signal’s shit. You’ve got Mr. Han on your right. He’s a regular.” That would be the Chinese businessman with the sultry redhead draped over his shoulder. “And Ron Merchant has played with us before. He’s in the tie. The other two are new players. Han and the blond cleaned up last game.”

As I stirred my drink, I scoped out the table. Merchant was a big-time software guy that I recognized from the Wall Street Journal. He’d shaken Tank’s hand like they were in a boardroom before settling into his chair.

The two men in the middle of the table were the suspected troublemakers. One was tall with straight-out-of-Scandinavia blond hair and blue eyes. The second was dark-skinned in a white suit and gold and diamond Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses that ran about four hundred grand a pair.

“No powers during the game,” Tank assured the table as the dealer shuffled the deck. “You have my word.” The others nodded, but blondie was sweating.

I closed my eyes, slipping into Tank’s powers with a deep breath. I managed not to wince. Blondie’s first hand was a pair of kings, but his internal monologue wasn’t so hot.

—shit shit shit shit shit. Fucking Thinktank. He’ll see through me in thirty seconds. Dammit, Deena!

The tone of his mental voice shifted, and the redhead with Mr. Han glanced his way. A telepath?

Get Drake and Chance in here now! We’re gonna have to run.

The redhead, Deena, leaned to whisper in Mr. Han’s ear, showing serious cleavage to the table before swaying away. I’ll get them. Keep it together.

She seemed to be thinking at him rather than projecting, but there was no way to tell if she was super. She could be a civilian in on the scheme. Either way, it was nice of her to bring all the accomplices to one place. Drake even sounded familiar. Where had I heard that name before?

I quieted my thoughts just in case Blondie swept the room, but he kept up his stream of curses as the game progressed. Kind of single-minded for a telepath.

As soon as I set my empty glass on a side table, the attendant replaced it with a fresh one. This time I stirred but didn’t drink. I could hold my alcohol like any good super, but it had been a long night, and one more would be one too many.

With his premium scotch and champion poker face, Tank was in his element. He won more than he lost, but the hands split evenly around the table. Merchant and Shades were doing as well as Tank, while Blondie and Mr. Han took a beating. Both of their chip stacks were shorter when Deena shimmied back into the room.

No one had followed her, but a faint haze hung in the air like the heat that rose from asphalt. Blondie gave a mental sigh of relief. My gaze couldn’t lock on the patch, but it had to be something. Or someone? Not even X-ray vision would penetrate. Gritting my teeth against the headache, I concentrated Tank’s energy into a point.

Two sets of thoughts bubbled from the gap. One was so full of statistics it made my teeth ache, while the second stole my breath.

Jenny? Is that you?

He wasn’t speaking to me, just thinking about me. But why did he know my name? And why was his mental voice so familiar? It had a southern twang that made my chest sting.

Damn. You look better than I remember. Ah. And you can sense me too? Must’ve got yourself some new powers since I saw you last.

I frowned and turned back to the table. Who was this? Blondie glanced over his shoulder. Drake! Damn it. Blank our thoughts before this guy crushes us!

Thinktank, huh? We can do something about that, but he’s not the one you should be worried about…

The thoughts fizzled out. All of them. The whole room. Blondie’s shoulders slumped, and even Deena relaxed, flashing more cleavage as she gave Mr. Han another whisper. As she glanced to Blondie, her gaze locked on mine for a second too long.

My pulse kicked into overdrive. They knew who I was. If it came to a fight, it was four to two. Or four to one and a half. Maybe Tank could handle himself, but without his powers, he was at a disadvantage. Especially since we didn’t know what the others could do.

I tugged my right ear. If the cameras were working, Steve would get his guys in position. If the invisible posse was also blocking the casino’s tech…then this was going to hit the fan hard. All I got from the earpiece was static.

So much for backup.

Drink in hand, I strode to the table. I brushed Tank’s shoulder on my way past. He’d figure out what to do. Or he’d be screwed.

Blondie tensed when I slipped against his side. He could read my mind, but I couldn’t read his.

Time to be unpredictable.


Chapter Five

I tossed my martini into the hazy, force field-esque patch and the minds that it was hiding. As the vodka sailed, I lit it with a spark of my fire power.

The olives were toast.

Flames silhouetted two figures, and the barrier slipped for a fraction of a second. A confused-looking office worker type guy stood in the shadow of a tall, green-eyed man who would’ve been a ten if not for his frosted tips. That had to be Drake. The source of the barrier.

The defense slammed back, and the flames guttered. Blondie reached for his pocket, but I kicked back his chair before he could pull a weapon. I dove, pinning his arms to the floor as I stole my kiss.

Deena made a grab for me, but Tank was quicker. He blurred with speed, wrenching her arms behind her.

Blondie’s powers surged, shooting me into a giddy high. We were handling this. Between the two of us, we could take four.

I left Blondie unconscious. As I lunged for the cloaked guys, one of my heels snapped and I crashed into the neighboring poker table, clocking myself in the chin.

Tank shifted both of Deena’s hands into one of his and moved to help me up, but a light bulb fell from the ceiling. It shattered on the top of his head, and Deena broke away in the confusion.

She darted for the blurred space. I rubbed my jaw and climbed to my feet as Deena disappeared into the void. The patch of haze blurred out of the room and onto the gaming floor.

“They’re three!” I called to Tank as I moved to follow. “Hold Mr. Han.” Whatever they could do, Tank wasn’t up for it. Plus, we’d need some information from him. Not that I planned on letting the others get away.

I started to throw up a barrier when a massive sneeze gripped my chest. The force of it shattered my concentration.

What the hell was this?

As I stumbled through a wave of sneezes, my second heel snapped.

There was chance and then there was….

Chance? That’s what Blondie called the second guy. Three guesses what his power was.

Slanted odds or not, I was getting pissed. These assholes owed me a new pair of Jimmy Choos. No more playing around.

I kicked off the heels and sprinted for it. Invisible or not, my targets were easy to follow. Every slot they passed spun to a jackpot, and shrieking crowds thronged into my path. Throwing on my own invisibility, I leapt into the air and flew over the chaos.

As I neared a Porsche on a podium, an old lady yanked a lever. Her dials spun to three pictures of the car, triggering a massive blast of confetti and balloons.

I tried to dodge, but it was like navigating a ticker-tape parade. Balloon strings tangled my arms and legs, and the old lady screamed and pointed. Others turned to gape and worse. They reached for cell phones. So much for invisibility.

But I’d be damned if I was starring on Youtube.

I let loose a superhuman scream, hitting octaves that would make Mariah Carey weep. I wanted to cry from the pain in my eardrums, but I was already screwed with the audience, and the baddies about to escape. I was going to have to dig deep into the bag of tricks I’d regret.

As the balloons exploded from the noise, I flashed invisible again. A force field would’ve been perfect, but as soon as I thought it, I sneezed so hard I dropped and skimmed the top of an ornamental palm. The blur sped across the lobby toward the exit.

Time for the big tricks. But which ones? I could summon a 9.0 on the Richter scale, but that wouldn’t bode well for the casino, or for the rest of Vegas. Any serious fireworks could hurt the crowds.

A floor display for an upcoming event at Madame Tussauds stood near the exit. Jackpot for me.

Focusing my will, I sent my commands to the wax figures. Oprah Winfrey, Robert Pattinson and a pissed-looking Benjamin Franklin leapt to block the doors. The crowds freaked and followed the same logic they would’ve used in front of a tornado. Half shrieked and ran while the rest felt the call of the storm-chaser. Dozens of cells lifted to film. Not that there was much to see yet.

One of Oprah’s arms wrenched off her shoulder, while Ben shadowboxed and R-Pattz got dragged along the floor, his hands clenched around an invisible ankle.

I landed in the center of the lobby and let shards of ice spread from my feet. That backed the onlookers to the sidelines. Ice slithered across the tiles until the lobby looked like a skating rink, and not even the wax statues could keep their feet. Ben Franklin body-slammed one of the guys on his way down, and the barrier snapped.

Deena lay on the ground, kicking a determined Rob in the head, while Oprah had the office boy in a one-armed headlock.

Drake kicked his statue aside. “Center of the room, Chance!”

Looking a little gray in Oprah’s grasp, Chance squinted in my direction. A rumble sounded above, and I tipped my head back in time to see the chandelier on its way down. No time to pick a power out of the hat. I thrust upward, trusting my self-preservation instincts.

As black and silver energy crackled up my arms, nausea boiled in my stomach. It would be that power.

A gaping portal opened at my fingertips. Burning hot air whooshed into the lobby with a chorus of otherworldly screams that made my ears ache. The crackling power singed my skin, but I gritted my teeth and held on.

The chandelier crashed into the hell dimension.

Before any demons or other beasties slipped out, I cut the energy. My knees buckled and I crashed into the ice. Brimstone lingered in the air, or maybe that was just my charred skin. My burns stuck to the frozen floor. I wanted to scream, but I wasn’t out of it yet.

Drake had wrestled free of the wax figures, and our gazes locked. He smirked and flashed invisible.

Bastard!

I couldn’t sense the field at all. Not that I was at my best. I could barely scrape myself off the floor.

“Drake!” Chance called. Still pinned by Oprah, he was paling by the second.

“Wait!” Deena kicked out in desperation, finally breaking free of Rob. She was going to get away. With the last of my energy, I slapped the ground.

Tiles rippled under my hands, and the people who hadn’t cleared far enough away started to sink. The matter shift should’ve flashed across the room in a blink, but I was too weak. The wax statues collapsed as I focused my last concentration on the ripples creeping toward Deena and Chance.

The floor sucked at Deena’s heels, but freed of the statues, she clawed her way to the doors. Chance wasn’t so lucky. He’d fallen under the dead wax, and sank until only head and bent knees peeked above the tiles.

I tried to conjure a barrier to stop Deena, but a sharp pain jabbed my skull. I’d overspent the mental abilities, and I was so going to pay for it. She shoved into the crowd outside, disappearing from my field of view. The security team would have to deal with that one. Where the hell were they, anyway? I’d been tearing up their gaming floor, and I hadn’t seen one guy with a crew cut.

I tried to sit up, but my skin tugged against the ice. Stuck. My body shook from pain, exhaustion and the beginning of shock. I’d pay for all the powers I’d used, but the portal most of all. Good girls weren’t supposed to open hell dimensions.

The crowd tittered, and a few brave souls crept forward, carefully stepping through melted patches. So many cell phones were pointed in my direction that the rolling video was almost audible. I groaned. So much for moving penthouses. I was going to need a new continent. Maybe Antarctica.

Before I passed out, I took a deep breath and wrenched my arms off the floor. Quarter-sized pieces of charred flesh tore away on the ice and the searing pain shot white spots in front of my eyes. Dizzy out of my mind, I was on the way to the floor again when strong arms grabbed my shoulders.

“That was some show.” Tank swept me into his arms. The quick motion blurred my vision. I could see two of him again. Two pairs of dark, unamused eyes.

“You’re bleeding.” I reached to wipe the trickle from one of his foreheads, but my hand wouldn’t lift high enough.

“I’m bleeding?” His eyebrows lifted. “I got a piece of a light bulb. You look like you got hit by a train.” Recognizing Tank, the crowd started to cheer. I winced at the sound and he tilted my head toward his chest, away from the cell cameras. “Want to get out of here?”

“You got Han and the super?”

“Steve took them off my hands. I ran for it but missed the fight.” Tank said. “Can’t wait to watch the highlights on Youtube.”

I groaned. “Let me down.”

“You can stand?”

“Probably not. Humor me.”

Tank eased me to my feet and held me steady as I wobbled. Security finally made their appearance, pushing the crowd back. I caught a few choice lines from the onlookers:

“Temptress and Thinktank are working together?”

“Wasn’t that Demonik’s portal? Isn’t he dead?”

“Make out with her!”

I shot a glare at the guy who’d said the last. His cell slipped from his fingers into his beer. That was one less viral video on my conscience.

“You need a hospital.” Tank gripped my shoulder. “Look at yourself.”

I glanced at the pus and blood that oozed from my arms and shrugged. “I have a pharmacy at home.”

It took everything I had to break away from him and walk across the floor. My legs shook, my vision spun, and every part of me throbbed. But the guy buried in the floor couldn’t be feeling too hot either. I sank to my knees next to him.

Chance took rapid breaths, his eyes as wide and panicked as a cornered bunny. The floor had solidified, burying his chest and lower body. No amount of probability manipulation was getting him out of that. I patted his forehead. “Want to tell us about your boss now or later?”

“Wo…n’t….” he chattered. “Won’t talk…”

“Whatever.” I’d read his mind later. After a handful of horse pills and two or three days of solid sleep. I bent for a kiss, conscious of Tank behind me. He shifted, using his body to shield from the cameras.

Chance’s eyelids fluttered as his powers shifted over. The addition wasn’t so much a rush, but it gave me the energy to stand.

One of the casino managers bustled over now that the pyrotechnics seemed to be over. Cindy. She had a bad perm and a worse attitude.

I waved and started to walk away.

She gasped. “Ms. Ray! You can’t leave him buried in our lobby!”

I froze. Ms. Ray? With this many onlookers? The bitch knew better than to use my name in public. I whirled. Heat boiled through my body.

Tank made a grab for me, but I brushed him aside.

“You…you…” Cindy trembled.

“Get me a luggage cart.”

I could feel my eyes glowing. Fear tinged the spectators’ faces. But what did it matter? Everyone with a computer was going to know Temptress was back, and living in Vegas. It would be open season for every supervillain I’d ever screwed over.

“Wha…?” Cindy cowered back.

“A luggage cart. Now.”

Cindy called for a baggage boy, and after a drawn out minute, he rolled the cart into the lobby.

I snatched the cart. “You’re going to want to move.”

Lasers shot from my eyes. I cut a neat rectangle around Chance to the sounds of gasps and camera flashes. Once the block of floor was loose, I pounded a fist into the tile and conjured Steel’s strength, one-arming Chance onto the cart. “That better, Cindy?”

She covered her mouth with a hand and backed away.

“Je—” Tank reached for me again, but I cut him off.

“Why don’t you bring the car around, honey? Hope I didn’t over pack.” The cart groaned under the weight of Chance and half a ton of tile and cement, but I pushed forward. All I could see was a rectangle of reddish light where the doors should be. As I crossed the threshold, I wasn’t so much guiding the cart as clinging to it. What little energy I’d sucked from Chance was spent.

“Tank…” I whispered as the world shot to black.

“Got you.” He lifted me into his arms. “You need to go to—”

“No hospital. Please. Take me home?”

He sighed, and I thought I felt him brush back a lock of my hair. “You win.”

It didn’t feel like it to me. I scrunched my eyes and pressed my face into Tank’s chest, finally relaxing as blissful oblivion took away the pain.


Chapter Six

Jenny slumped in my arms. That she’d even been able to stand was a miracle.

No. She was that tough. I tucked her against me, shielding her from the growing crowd. She was also insane.

Steve pushed through with more of the security team. “You’ve got her?”

“I’ll take care of her. Can you deal with that?” I nodded toward the baggage cart.

“We’ll figure it out.” Steve elbowed a path to the curb and waved down a cab. “You two get out of here.”

I ducked inside, careful not to jostle Jenny. She looked half-dead.

“Where to?” The cabbie glanced back, but either didn’t notice anything unusual or didn’t care. It was Vegas.

Part of me wanted to say the closest hospital, but Jenny was right. They wouldn’t be able to help her. “The Palms.”

We pulled out as the first news van pulled in. I ducked my head, which brought me closer to her. She smelled like an unholy combination of sulfur and cherry blossoms. Ragged burns scored her arms and dark circles nested under her eyes.

I moved curls away from her face. So soft and defenseless in sleep, it was hard to imagine the firepower Jenny held. Or that anyone could carry so many abilities.

The last moments of the fight had been a spectacle—the tip of an unimaginable iceberg. She could’ve fried me instead of taking my powers.

I couldn’t understand her, and I doubted mind-reading would crack the girl. She breezed into a four-on-one with no plan, no backup and the swagger of a heavyweight champ. She could afford the attitude with that arsenal, but it was no way to live. How many times had she been sent home to an empty penthouse wounded like this?

She needed handlers, or a support staff. Other heroes.

That was the part that made me want to kick a hole through the bottom of the cab. Jenny didn’t want to be a hero. She could change the world if she wasn’t so stubbornly committed to her life in the shadows. She didn’t have to suffer like this. At the very least, she didn’t have to suffer alone.

We rolled to a stop in front of the Palms, and I tried to reach for my wallet without jostling her.

The curbside door flew open. “Jenny?” Seth stuck his head in. The worry left his face as soon as he turned to me. “Is she okay?”

“I’ve got her.” I slid out of the car. “Can you take care of this? My hands are full.”

The cabbie shouted as I walked away. Seth shot me another glare, but leaned through the window to take care of the fare. He’d follow us like a puppy if I let him.

It was quieter on the casino floor, but not deserted. We might’ve passed for an average guy carrying his drunken girlfriend home, but I was too recognizable and Jenny’s arms looked like raw meat. The people who noticed us glared like I was the bad guy. Wasn’t used to that.

As far as I could tell, we made it to her penthouse without anyone calling the cops. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t, especially if I had to kick down the door. I’d never seen a keycard. Jenny stirred in my arms, her lids opening.

“Your key?”

She groaned, and her arm slipped off her chest. Her fingertip touched the key plate. Click. The green light flashed.

What couldn’t she do?

As I resettled her to grab the door handle, Jenny scrunched her eyes, letting loose a soft sound of pain. It was her first complaint, which was impressive for anyone who looked that ragged.

I eased her onto her bed and wondered if I should change her into more comfortable clothes. No. She’d just get pissed when she came to. First priority was treating her wounds. I moved into the bathroom in search of bandaging.

The cabinet under the sink was an addict’s dream. I wished I had my power to count the bottles, but I almost didn’t want to know. This shit wasn’t aspirin.

Vicodin. Oxycontin. Calcitonin. That one was for amputees.

Only the closest bottles were for pain. The girl had medicated ointments and eye drops, antibiotics and cases of needles and syringes. Even suturing thread.

What the hell was she doing to herself?

I grabbed bandages and burn cream. She didn’t stir as I wrapped her arms. She probably needed more treatment—a bruise formed on her chin, and her nose was still swollen from earlier—but mostly she needed rest. As I spread a blanket over her, I looked closer. Despite the dark circles, with those long lashes and cherry lips she couldn’t look anything but beautiful.

I wanted to kiss her.

To get my powers back.

I wanted to kiss her to get my powers back.

At least that was what I should’ve been thinking. I backed away and flicked off the light. If I didn’t keep it together, this girl would own me. She already had my powers. I couldn’t afford to give her more.

I moved into one of the guest bedrooms, pulling out my cell as I lay on the bed. With the lights off, the Vegas skyline glittered. I’d already spoken with the chief of police. He’d corroborated Jenny’s story. Steel was in custody and his trial would be fast-tracked with testimonies overseen by Verity, the truth-seeing super who judged high-profile cases. He’d probably be out before I was. I’d been about to call the feds to report the whole Vegas P.D., but the chief had put himself on the line in Jenny’s defense. She was a good girl. She’d never slipped up like this before, but she’d set it right.

Not so far. And she was in no shape to try again.

I dialed Ruin. I should’ve called hours ago, but everyone had been wasted when Jenny dragged Steel and me out of the club.

“Tank?” Ruin answered on the first ring.

“Where are you guys?”

“Where are we?” I could hear the rest of them clamoring in the background. Definitely still drunk. “We’re at the hotel, planning a rescue for your ass. Where the hell are you and Steel?”

“Cancel the rescue.” I could walk out now, but I wasn’t leaving without my powers. “I’m safe. Steel got arrested, but he’ll get off. The charge is bogus.”

“Shit. That hot chick was a cop? How’d she take you down?”

“Turn on your TV.” I did the same. Every news station was plastered with eyewitness videos and testimonies. Almost ten different superpowers were shown in the clips. Most of the coverage ignored the criminals Jenny had been chasing and focused on the hell portal she’d opened. That energy was distinctive. Demonik had looked exactly the same, with silver lightning crackling around him as he threatened to open a permanent gateway to Hell in Midtown Manhattan. Then he’d disappeared. The fact that Jenny had kissed him made me as irrationally pissed as the fact she had to have taken him down alone.

CNN’s headline read: Temptress: Hero or Villain?

 “Temptress…” Ruin’s voice trailed. Even the guys in the background quieted. “Why are you fighting with her instead of sticking with Steel?”

I flipped to MSNBC. They’d juxtaposed our photos and a noted super expert was speculating on our relationship. Allies? Enemies? Romance? I turned it off. The world could wonder, but I couldn’t have my team doubting me. They needed the truth.

“She has my power.”

Silence buzzed through the line. “Say it again?”

I closed my eyes and dug fingers into one of the throw pillows. “Her power is stealing other supers’ powers. She got mine after we fought, and I have to stick around until she gives them back.” I didn’t mention that she’d already tried and failed. They’d go ballistic if they thought it was permanent. So would I, if we got down to it. I had to believe I’d get them back.

“Dude. We’re coming to get you. That bitch has to pay.”

“No.” My voice came out firmer than expected. “She’s not…so bad.” Just a self-destructive madwoman who’d have the whole team rolling on the ground and begging for her attention. No way could they play with her and win. I had every reason to be mad, and she was still stringing me around. Hell, I was tending her wounds and thinking about her lips instead of ways to fix this.

“So you’re staying with her?” Suspicion dripped through Ruin’s voice.

“For now. Keep up the bachelor weekend thing so the press knows you guys aren’t involved.” If our crew looked vulnerable, every villain with a grudge would jump on the opportunity for revenge.

“Are you two hooking up?”

“I’ll call tomorrow.” I hung up before Ruin could counter. I didn’t have an answer.

Were we?

I could still picture her as she stood from the bath. Still feel the pressure of her thighs against mine when she straddled me in the limo. I would have let her keep going if her memories hadn’t come back. Couldn’t help it.

She was dangerous. A danger to herself and to me. To the whole team. Logic said I should run, but it wasn’t an option. The apartment was deadly still without the chaos of facts and figures, but I imagined I could hear Jenny’s pained, unconscious breaths. I couldn’t go, and I couldn’t leave her alone.





The pain was worse than I’d expected it would be when I passed out in Tank’s solid embrace. My eyes wouldn’t open, my arms felt like they’d gone a few rounds with a microplane zester, and the rest of me ached with general malaise that set in after opening a hell dimension.

Eyes first. I lifted an aching arm, and my fingertips met cool terrycloth. I pulled the damp towel away. My room’s sun-blocking drapes were drawn, but that little light stung. And something else was wrong.

Something sizzled and smelled like…

Bacon?

Short of a Bloomingdales tag sale, I couldn’t think of many other reasons to get out of bed. Had Tank ordered breakfast?

I set the damp cloth on the nightstand. That had to be him too. I felt a little uncomfortable that Tank had been caring for me in my sleep, but at least I was still wearing the same dress. And fuzzy socks. Those were a nice touch.

In the time it took me to get to the closet, I could’ve eaten a whole pig. There was definitely bacon. And something vanilla. I dared to hope for pancakes as I eased out of the dress. The bandages kept me from having to look at my arms, and, guessing by the nausea that sparked when the cloth rasped against them, I was glad I didn’t have to see. I slipped into a men’s XXL T-shirt. Most of the wrestlers of WWE had autographed it after I settled some trouble at their event, but I’d never been much of a wrestling fan. The shirt hung to my knees, and its loose sleeves managed not to make me scream.

I padded into the kitchen. My jaw dropped.

Tank stood over the stove in a muscle-hugging T-shirt and an honest to God apron. He deftly scrambled eggs with one hand while flipping bacon with the other. A stack of steaming blueberry waffles sat next to a jug of fresh-squeezed orange juice on the breakfast bar.

Where did he get a waffle iron? Where did he get food? And why hadn’t he just called room service?

“Afternoon. You okay?” Tank forked bacon and eggs onto a plate.

Afternoon? “Oh God. You’re a morning person.”

“You hungry?” Tank slid the plate across the table. “Wasn’t sure if you’d be up for food or not. You took a hell of a beating.”

“Starving.” I plopped onto a stool. Bacon-y goodness wafted. We still weren’t friends, but the man had cooked me breakfast and I should probably stop acting like a total bitch. “Thanks. For getting me home and the bandages. You didn’t have to.”

“You were out for two days,” Tank said.

“Two—what’ve you been—” The bacon dropped from my fingers.

“I’ve been helping you clean up. They’re holding the two guys you roughed up at the station until you can read their minds. They won’t talk. No leads on the ones that got away.”

He cooked, answered phones and did police work. Did he do laundry too? “Glad you’ve kept yourself occupied.”

“It’s this or go insane,” Tank said. “And I’m not threatening, but if my guys figure out where you live, they won’t knock first. They’re not taking this well.”

“Guess they wouldn’t.” I took a bite of the eggs and closed my eyes in momentary rapture. Damn him for softening me up with a buffet. How could I be mad when there were blueberry waffles?

“You get any inspiration how to fix this?” Tank leaned on the buffet. With his apron and coffee cup, he looked impossibly domestic, but no less the hero he was. A kind of contained desperation clung to him, and his dark eyes were hard with determination. Two days alone without powers must’ve driven him half mad.

“C’mere.” I swiveled as Tank closed in. There was only one way to exchange powers. We had to kiss, but as my heart sped, I had to admit I wanted to try a few experiments. This dark, driven Tank pulled all of my strings.

He moved flush to the stool, pressing my knees apart as he leaned his arms against the bar on either side of me. It was like being cocooned in superhero. Between his cologne and the force of his personality, my head spun. A twinge of apprehension mixed in with the exhilaration. I didn’t know Tank well, and he was a big guy. I forced myself to meet his eyes.

Tiny flecks of gold peeked from his dark chocolate gaze. I could practically see his soul. Tank was as strong and as good a guy as they made, and he’d sacrificed everything to carry the burden of a hero. Then I showed up and took it away with one kiss.

He was pissed. But…

Torn. As he drew closer, contagious heat leaked from his gaze. Tank wanted to play as much as I did.

I met his lips. He was soft and gentle, stroking my neck without jarring my arms. I couldn’t help but melt into him.

Gentle was new. So was breakfast. No guy had ever cooked for me. Ever.

“Anything?” Tank pulled back.

“Ah…” Shit. A flash of embarrassment warmed my cheeks. I hadn’t even tried to fix his powers. “One more time.” I pulled his energy from the depths of my soul and managed to keep hold of it as he bent for a second kiss.

—can’t keep doing this. She—

Tank’s thoughts flashed into my head, but the power wouldn’t go back. Was it me? His breath, his scent, lulled me and I slipped deeper into his consciousness.

—can’t fall for her. Damn it. Neither of us want—

What? I bit his lower lip.

I’d force the power back. There wouldn’t be any falling happening. As I pushed, fresh pain stabbed my temples. I jerked away.

“Shit.” Tank pulled back and strode to the other side of the breakfast bar. He leaned over, elbows on the counter as his knuckles whitened against his scalp.

“We have to keep trying.” My voice came out breathy. And he was supposed to be torn? I wanted him hard, but I didn’t want him in my life. He was a hero. I scraped by on the edges of his world. We weren’t so much oil and vinegar as a lit match and napalm. If we kept getting closer, buildings would go down. Hell, whole city blocks.

“We have to keep trying,” Tank agreed. “But we can’t confuse this for—”

“Whoa.” I held up my hands. “Aren’t you supposed to be the guy?” I was kidding, but his words had sparked an annoying twinge of disappointment. I didn’t want to want him, but I wanted him to want me?

Yup. Torn like jeans in an ’80s music video.

I grabbed a slice of bacon and hopped from the stool. “I’ll shower and hit the station. You want to come with?”

“You’re up for it?” Tank asked.

“Nope.” My body throbbed, and I suspected a tiny woodpecker was nesting in my temples, but I needed out of the apartment, and we needed supervision. “But I’ll take some horse pills and rough it out.” I’d be bedridden if I lived my life waiting to be one hundred percent.

Though bedridden wouldn’t be so bad if Tank were there too…

I jerked. Bad Jenny.

A few choice mental images wouldn’t shake away. I headed to the shower and slammed the water on cold.


Chapter Seven

I sighed. I’d done a lot of that the past two days. Jenny was a fire I couldn’t stay away from. I had to keep poking, adding more logs…

I needed the burn unit on speed dial.

She’d looked better than I expected at breakfast. Almost well. If not for a few unconscious winces, she might’ve fooled me.

And that fucking T-shirt. No pants. No shorts. Just a pair of bare pink knees I wanted wrapped around my hips. I could only pray she’d been wearing panties. Except then I’d be thinking about her panties.

I couldn’t decide if she was trying to seduce me or if her personal danger threshold was that low. Maybe I just wasn’t a threat. I suspected the latter.

She’d barely touched her food and she was going to down a fistful of pills. She’d probably chase them with the flask of vodka she kept under her pillow. Her life was a slow-motion train wreck, and I couldn’t back away. All I could do was worry.

I tossed my apron over a stool. When did I become the mother hen?

The guys couldn’t find out about this. Ever. Ruin was frothing for Jenny’s blood and the others weren’t far behind him. Only the fact that they thought we were hooking up had kept them from storming the apartment.

But they hadn’t found it yet. Neither had the paparazzi, though Temptress coverage had eclipsed Afghanistan and the presidential election. People should’ve been knocking down her door, and as a secret identity, Jenny Ray was about as effective as the Emperor’s new clothes. Half of Vegas knew who she was, so why hadn’t anyone found her?

It didn’t equal out. Without my powers, all I could do was guess and tear my hair out. Two days of caring for Jenny had taken their toll in ways I didn’t want to explore.

I’d tried to distract myself by keeping tabs on the guys and the situation with Steel. We’d sent our best lawyers, but he hadn’t needed the help. When you gave testimony to Verity, lying wasn’t an option. There’d been no rape, and Steel’s accuser had broken down with a confession and an apology.

Now he was headed back to Vegas, along with official orders that Jenny return his powers. If she could give them back.

Would the two of them have to play make-out session? How many men had she kissed to give and take powers?

Crash.

The glass in my hand shattered, spraying the sink with orange juice and shards. I tossed the broken pieces and went under the sink for a paper towel.

Damn.

I was jealous. And I already knew Jenny’s kitchen better than she did.

I needed to get away from her.

She breezed out of the bathroom in a sundress and a loose sweater that covered her shredded arms. It was better than the T-shirt, but she still looked impossibly vulnerable as she finger-combed damp hair. She armed herself with perfume and lace when she needed plate mail.

“You ready?” Jenny grabbed the cherry-red stilettos she’d left on the balcony and took her time buckling the straps.

“Let’s go.” I tore my gaze from her legs and held the door open. She swept past, smelling like passion fruit shampoo and seven kinds of sin. The girl was driving me crazy.

I glimpsed Seth at the gaming tables as we crossed the lobby, but Jenny didn’t notice him. His eyes hardened. I smiled before I caught myself. We weren’t competing and Jenny wasn’t my girl, whatever it looked like from the outside.

But damn, I couldn’t help messing with him. Did he really think he could handle her?

Jenny strode for the exit, producing a pair of huge red movie-star sunglasses as we stepped into the heat. “Want to walk?”

“You sure?” Even if no one recognized her as Temptress, she looked like someone famous. And I was famous. We’d be spotted before we crossed the street.

“I don’t trust you in a limo.” She smirked.

“You don’t trust me?” I said it with a half laugh.

“Or myself. Shall we?” She strode ahead, leaving me to catch up. I did a lot of that with her.

The afternoon was fading and couples packed the street. It was older Vegas—off the strip—but plenty of people were out. A guy jostled Jenny, bumping her shoulder, and she hissed with pain. I thought about clocking him, but he was already gone. Instead I pulled Jenny close, gently wrapping her fingers around my arm. “You need to take better care of yourself.”

Tension pressed through her fingertips, but she let me guide her. We made our way past the lines of guys cracking their strip club cards, but despite Jenny on my arm, they wouldn’t let us go. When one of them elbowed her, Jenny finally lost it. She dragged me down an alleyway, using enough muscle that she had to be channeling Steel. At least she hadn’t blasted the poor bastard.

“Screw this. We’re flying.”

There was no way she could handle that. Not for her, let alone both of us. “You can’t be—”

“Tank? I’ve got it. The flying doesn’t hurt.”

“Okay.” I filed that away for later. “What about the invisibility?”

Jenny shrugged. “What’s another headache?”

“And the super-strength?”

“I won’t use any.” She lowered herself so I could jump on her back. “I’ll piggyback you.”

“I’m not going to—”

“Stop. I don’t want to hear it. I’m a girl, you’re a superhero, blah blah blah. Bottom line, these shoes are killing me, and I’m not walking another step. Get on my frickin’ back.”

I’d rather carry her, but she’d have a tooth pulled before she agreed to that. “Can’t we hail a cab?”

“Oh.” Jenny straightened from her crouch. “Right.” She looked like she’d swallowed an ice cube, and I bit the insides of my cheeks to keep from laughing.

“Glad you’re having fun,” she said.

“I am.” Against my judgment, but what the hell? Might as well enjoy myself under the circumstances. I waved down a cab, and we passed the ride in surprisingly companionable silence.

Jenny entered the station the same way she entered any other room. She didn’t do anything special, but by being there—by being herself—she attracted attention. A group of detectives was on her before she made it to the desk. Every one of them wanted a piece. I started to follow, but a cop slid in front of me. “Thinktank?”

“Yeah. I’m with—” Before I could finish, half a dozen guys surrounded me for handshakes, wanting to trade war stories. I clapped backs and smiled as I peered over their heads. Where’d she disappear?

“Give our hero some space, boys.” A serious guy with some white in his gray hair stepped through the throng. He was solid, commanding, and I recognized his voice.

“Chief Burgess.”

“Where’d she go now?” he asked.

I shrugged. “I’m just following.”

“Aren’t we all?” The chief let loose a long-suffering sigh and led me down a quiet hallway. “Any progress with your powers?”

“We’re working on it.” We were going to end up sleeping together if we didn’t resolve it soon, but I wasn’t mentioning that to the chief. He obviously thought of Jenny as more daughter than freelance cop.

“She’ll set it right,” he said.

“I hope so.”

The chief opened a doorway to the reverse-mirror side of an interrogation room. Jenny sat at a rickety table, sipping coffee from a foam cup. The two suspects sat opposite. The blond guy she’d taken down at the poker tables looked nauseated and, though Chance was out of his cement suit, he was ten seconds from shitting himself.

Jenny just sipped coffee and smiled. It didn’t sit right. They weren’t cuffed—though she could destroy them before they made a move—but she shouldn’t have been alone with two at once. She must’ve charmed some officers to set it up.

“More paperwork,” Chief said, “but she’ll get the job done. Always does.”

“So tell me about Drake,” Jenny said. Both men flinched. She tilted her head to the side with a sweet smile. “Or don’t tell me about Drake and I’ll get Thinktank to interrogate you.”

“That’s…” Chance started and trailed off.

I grinned. She was clever using me as the threat. She was the one they needed to worry about.

“Don’t talk.” The blond elbowed Chance. “Drake will take care of her.”

“Oh?” Jenny leaned forward. “You go by Minder, right? Or do you prefer Chris Watson?” The guy jerked, and Jenny’s smile grew mischievous. “I saw your file. Mostly petty crimes, but you’ll do time if you don’t cooperate. Is it worth losing your powers to protect him?”

The guy’s eyes hardened, and he gripped the table as he stared Jenny down. “You tell me.”

For a moment, Jenny met his stare. Then she gasped and drew back, knocking her coffee to the floor as her eyes glazed. I recognized the look. It was a mind reader’s deep focus, and Jenny was seeing something she didn’t like.

“We need in.” I rattled the connecting door, but it was locked.

The chief looked on in concern, but didn’t move. “She’ll be fine…” As his voice trailed, the temperature dropped. A foggy haze clouded around Jenny as ice shards crept from her hands and feet. Her eyes were pits of blue glass.

Adrenaline spiked. She could take the building down if she lost control of her powers. And she was going to hurt herself. I wouldn’t watch that again.

I kicked in the door.


Chapter Eight

The interrogation had been going gangbusters until I started dabbling with Tank’s powers. I’d sampled Minder’s too, but they were like Matchbox to Tank’s Ferrari. Not even close.

Minder was the problem. “You tell me,” he said, opening his mind.

I slipped deeper into his head, but not his own thoughts. Memories he’d read from someone else.

From Drake.

Drake sprawled on a leather sofa with a bowl of popcorn. He was sculpted and sexy, but something more than the frosted tips irritated me. His attitude. That kind of arrogance looked cheap compared to Tank’s cool confidence. I’d never touch a guy like that.

But then I walked into the memory.

It was Jenny, the college years. A little thinner, a little less worn around the edges, and wearing a lacy red negligee I’d burned ages ago. No man was worth that much itching.

Drake set the popcorn aside and swept me onto his lap. His tongue was halfway down my throat before the vision caught up with the current me.

What the fuck?

I’d never seen Drake before. Never done this. Didn’t even know where it was happening.

But never didn’t mean as much as it used to.

I’d been played. Minder didn’t have the power to fake this shit, and I’d said myself that Drake’s voice sounded familiar.

How?

What was Drake’s power that he could do this? And what else had we done together? The three years between nineteen and twenty-one were starting to seem less like a blur and more like an abyss of secrets and lies.

“Jenny.”

My shoulders shook.

“Jenny!” Tank was an inch from my face, his eyes worried.

I felt cold, spirit and body.

Body?

I looked down. Ice crusted my arms and legs, cementing me to the chair as it spread around my feet. That wasn’t good.

My skin burned where the ice had left me, and I took a deep breath as I tried to reclaim my center. The power pulled back, but my chakras were shot to shit. I’d never spilled like this before. If I didn’t anchor myself to reality, I’d go ballistic and take half the city down with me.

Tank hovered, and I couldn’t help myself. I slipped my arms around his shoulders and buried my face in his shirt. He smelled like the Polo I used as pillow spray, and his solid reassurance beat back some of the gaping doubt. For now. “Can we get out of here?”

“We better.” Tank shifted his grip and strode over the pulverized door. I bit back a pleased grin. He’d totally done that for me.

“Jenny.” The chief stepped in front of us. “Did you get anything we can use?”

“Drake’s the mastermind. Those two are flunkies.” I’d seen that much. Chance and Minder did the dirty work, but they weren’t in on the grand plan. We needed Drake and Deena. “Call Verity and get a trial set up.”

I tugged Tank’s shirt. He sighed and carried me from the room. Just before we exited the building, he set me on my feet. For once, I wouldn’t have minded if he kept it up. “Thanks. That was….” I shivered.

“What did you see?” Tank asked.

“Don’t want to talk about it.” I still wasn’t sure if I could trust myself.

“Dinner,” Tank said. “Hibachi?”

“Yes.” I liked the way his mind worked. Fried rice would make everything better.

A cab ride and a wink to the host later, we sat at a private griddle-top table at Caesar’s. We ordered sake and split the deluxe surf and turf. I got my seafood, Tank got his filet mignon. It was amazing. The last guy I’d dated couldn’t stand Japanese food.

Wait. Dated?

I almost choked on a scallop. We were not dating. Even if we were, it was too smooth. Tank didn’t grill me for information I wouldn’t give him. He didn’t pry. All he did was pass pieces of his steak onto my plate. He ordered dessert, but slid the cake across to me after two bites, insisting I finish the mountain of chocolate and whipped cream.

How could I argue with that?

Tension filled the air on the elevator up to my penthouse, but I wasn’t sure what kind. Tank stood so close I could feel his body heat, but he kept his hands to himself. Was this like a first date? Was I going to have to kiss him at the front door?

Whatever we did, it wouldn’t be without baggage. I still had his powers.

I zapped open the door and Tank tossed his jacket over a chair back.

“Can I borrow your laptop?” he asked. “I want to search for Drake in the federal database.”

The Japanese food roiled, and my mouth felt dry. “Office.” I followed behind. I hadn’t wanted to think about Drake, but the fact that Tank had been worrying meant something. I liked that he was thinking about me. Maybe I liked it too much.

He sank into the chair and keyed his pass code into the database. I peered over his shoulder as he ran a global search on Drake. A few entries popped up. Mandrake. Draken. Some super incidents at the Drake Hotel.

“No last name?” Tank glanced back.

“Never got it if there was one.” Or maybe I had, back in the day. I stretched my mind, but nothing came to me. For now, our past was a one-memory rewind.

My fingers clenched around the chair back. Memory haze was one thing, but could I really have forgotten so much? Drake was a whole person, and one I’d obviously known well. I recognized the New York skyline in the memory, but that was it. Not the building. Definitely not myself.

“Want to talk?” Tank typed without turning from the screen. He wasn’t demanding, just asking.

“Minder showed me something.” Despite our problems, Tank was more in my corner than anyone else. Maybe that was more a comment on my social life than his loyalty, but I needed perspective from someone else. “Drake…and me. In the past. It felt like a real memory. We were together, but I don’t…I don’t remember.”

I could kick Drake’s ass if he appeared in front me, but not even I could find him without a lead. Helplessness was as little fun as I remembered.

Tank sighed. “I’ll make some calls tomorrow. We’ll find him.”

Tension bled from my body. It was nice to have someone on my side.

“Hot tub?” Tank asked.

“You sure you can’t read my mind?” I lifted an eyebrow. He was getting scary good at figuring out what I needed.

Tank smiled.

I snuck off to find a bikini. As I dug through my swimsuit drawer, my stomach fluttered. Did I go sexy? I had a killer black string number, but that might give the wrong impression. I could go the tankini route, but if I was being honest with myself, that wasn’t how I wanted this to play out.

He’d asked for it. String bikini it was. Bandaged arms or not, it was hot.

Tank had beaten me out to the balcony. Ripples rolled over his wide shoulders, and he took a swig from his beer as he gazed over the skyline. A glass of sangria rested on the edge of the tub. Damn, he was good.

I dropped my towel and slipped in, stealthily glancing under the water. Tank was wearing boxers. I sipped the wine to cover my blush. One-track mind, much?

“So,” Tank said.

“So.” I slipped closer to him.

He set down his beer and shrugged an arm around my shoulders. “What are we doing?”

“Don’t know.” I gazed up, and Tank met my eyes. His expression was complex. Confused and worried, but half-lidded with desire. I wanted to touch him so bad my fingers tingled. “Can we just go with it?”

“Hell.” Tank swung across my body, pressing me to the tub with his hips, and it felt like lightning wherever our skin touched. He pinned my arms above my head and kissed the line of my jaw.

He hadn’t gone for the lips. This wasn’t about powers. My chest constricted, and I wrapped my legs around Tank’s body, drawing him closer.

I was so falling for him.

Tank pulled back and gazed down at me with naked desire. “If we do this…” his voice was husky.

“Tank.” I yanked him closer. “Shut up.” I didn’t want to talk consequences. I wanted him. Slowly, he lowered himself to kiss me.

I closed my eyes, waiting. Waiting.

Still waiting.

I peeked through my lashes and froze. It was like time had stopped. The whirlpool jets cut, and Tank hardly moved. His eyes glassed over. I reached for him, but my hand wouldn’t move.

“Well, this is awkward.” A female voice spoke from the doorway. My eyes were like rusted bowling balls in their sockets, but I managed to get a look. Red hair. Tight dress.

Deena.

“Drake isn’t going to like it,” she said. “You good, Sam?”

A minion with a goatee nodded at her shoulder. This would be the time freeze guy. Why were they at my place? And couldn’t they have waited half an hour?

Frickin’ A.

I reached for any power I could grab, but the minion knew what he was doing. Nothing. Tank’s gaze was empty, but at least I was still with it.

Sam and Deena hoisted Tank from the water while I sat frozen. As soon as he was out, Deena brushed the droplets from her dress with a scowl. “Get Thinktank back to base. I’ll take care of her.”

The scene blurred, and Sam disappeared with Tank in tow. Deena muscled me out of the tub and let go. My butt thwacked the concrete. It stung, but it was nothing compared to the kind of pain I was used to. That, and my system ran on Vicodin.

Deena pulled a tiny gun from her clutch and fiddled with a rectangular case. I caught a glimpse of feathered darts.

The bitch was going to tranq me?

My toes twitched. Goatee guy’s power was loosening, but I wouldn’t be able to beat Deena in a fight. Best tactic? Save her for later.

It took all my strength to summon the power I wanted. I controlled the energy, targeting the phase shift directly at her feet. This time, she couldn’t get away.

The ground rippled, and Deena screeched. She jumped, but as soon as she landed, she plunged to her calves, and her case of darts tumbled away. I let the power go and the floor solidified, trapping her where she stood. She couldn’t reach me or her ammunition.

Which was good, because a lance of pain jabbed my body. I’d thought I was recovered from the scene at the casino, but apparently not.

The world fuzzed. I hoped Tank was okay. Wherever he was, I’d get him back.

We had unfinished business, and I wanted my kiss.





Water soaked me. Ice cold. Not from a hot tub. My eyes wouldn’t focus.

Where was Jenny?

“Finally awake?” The guy sounded amused, and his voice was slightly nasal. I could already tell he was a douche bag. When I finally blinked him into focus, my assessment was confirmed. Frosted tips, clothes out of a menswear catalog and a cocky smile. I would’ve hit him, but I was tied to a chair.

“Drake,” I guessed.

“Knew you were a smart one.” Drake took a seat on the other side of a sprawling mahogany desk. Four monitors surrounded him, and a fifth one faced me, recording with a web cam.

“What is this?” I strained against the ropes, but it was a professional job. I hardly had room to breathe, though I managed to turn my head. It was a bland office, with no Jenny in sight.

“An auction.” Drake rattled off some keystrokes. “And the bidding begins at one million. You’re going to make me a rich man, Mr. Hero. Well, a richer man.” He leaned forward and the glowing screens reflected in his eyes. “Hope you were being good to my Jenny.”

“Your—” The web cam showed the vein pulsing in my neck. “What did you do to her?”

“Left her right at home where she’s safe. I’ll stop by later and hide all this from her memory. You too. I don’t like heroes messing with my girl’s heart.”

“I’ll kill you.” It came out as a growl. Who was this bastard?

“Yes.” Drake’s fingers flew over his keyboard. “Get angry. One of the heiresses just upped it to fifty mil, though between you and me, I’m hoping the villains win out.”

If he was serious, I was royally screwed. The villains I’d worked against would pay through the nose to get me on a rack, and they wouldn’t kill me. I’d just want to die.

I needed my powers. In three seconds I could hack his mind, read every thought he’d ever had and overtake his will. Without powers, I couldn’t get myself out of the fucking chair.

“She won’t come for you,” Drake said. “Temptress isn’t the rescuing kind of girl. I made sure of that.”



No? I smiled. “You don’t know her as well as you think.”


Chapter Nine

My skull throbbed, and a really annoying bird kept screeching in my ears. I shivered. Night had settled in, and I lay on the balcony in nothing but a string bikini.

Deena was screaming.

Red marks scored her legs, but no amount of clawing was going to get her free. I bet the points of her heels poked through the ceiling below us.

I wrenched myself to my feet and staggered for her. The bitch tried to slap me, but I grabbed both of her wrists. “Before I do this, I have to say that you’re really not my type.”

She tried to turn her head, but I lunged, head-butting her as I stole my kiss. Her perfume made me cough, but I held on until her powers rushed into me. As the energy left her, she slumped. With feet stuck, her knees bent back until her shoulder blades touched the ground.

That had to be uncomfortable.

I spat. I should’ve interrogated Deena before taking her powers, but I wasn’t in the mood for reason. Where was Tank?

I could picture him in the moment he’d frozen, inches away from a kiss that I was pretty sure would’ve rocked my world. The penthouse was quiet without him. It had only been a few days, but I was already used to having Tank around.

I wanted him there permanently.

But how was I going to find him?

At the thought, one of my powers resonated, and I pulled it from my internal pile. It still smelled vaguely of perfume.

Deena. What was her power?

I rolled it around, but it was hard to say when I’d never seen Deena do anything. She mostly stood around or chased after people.

Chasing. The power gave another throb of resonance. Was that what she did? I eased into the ability and thought of Tank. Dark, caring eyes, muscles for days and his fabulous waffles.

It was like gazing down from a satellite. An office building grew in my vision. It was in Manhattan, surrounded by a haze that reminded me of Drake’s invisi-bubble, but Deena’s powers cut through like clear air. A security force armed with assault rifles guarded doors and hallways, but the ones without guns were more worrisome. Supers. Dozens of them. I recognized them from the federal database. Mostly petty criminals or ones that hadn’t been seen in a while.

They shouldn’t have been working together, and there was no way in hell an operation like that could go unnoticed in the middle of Manhattan. The picture zoomed to an office on one of the upper floors. Drake sat surrounded by computer monitors, while Tank thrashed against the ropes binding him to his chair. I jerked so hard the power slipped from my grasp and stumbled under a wave of dizziness.

Why did Drake want Tank? Between the vision of our past and the sight of Tank helpless, I didn’t have a choice. It was my fault he’d been taken. And I’d be damned if I didn’t get my kiss.

I had to go after him.

Leaving Deena where she’d collapsed, I stormed inside. Tank’s coat still hung over a chair in the kitchen. I clutched it, inhaling his cologne. It was strange how he’d rooted himself in my life so quickly.

A weight shifted in the coat’s pocket, and I reached in, coming up with his cell.

Calling for help wasn’t in my playbook, but even at one-hundred percent I’d be hard pressed to take down that kind of force. Scratch that. I could do it, but there wouldn’t be any survivors. I needed allies, and lucky for me, Tank had a ready set of them.

I punched the first number in call history: Red Ruin.

“Brother,” Ruin answered after a ring. I could hear the other heroes clamoring in the background. “You were supposed to call. We—”

“This is Temptress speaking,” I lowered my voice, making it as sultry as a phone sex operator. “Ruin, right?”

“Where’s Tank?” The background noise went silent, in a coiled kind of stillness. Tank’s buddies were not going to be happy with me.

“Kidnapped,” I purred. Might as well play the role.

“You—”

“I know where he is. We need to rescue him. Now.”

Ruin gripped the phone so hard I could hear his knuckles. “Where?”

“I’ll come to you. Fifteen minutes.” I flipped the phone closed. They’d absolutely go without me if I gave them the info, and with Deena’s power, I could find the Ten at their doorstep.

First, I needed to get out of my bikini.

Regular Jenny would’ve saved the day in yoga pants and a tank, but I was channeling my alter ego. I wanted my man back, and I’d see Drake in cuffs before the end of the night. Kicking ass was easier when I played the part, and even seasoned heroes tended to pause and ogle. Showing skin was the secret to my success.

I bee-lined to my closet, rummaging piece by piece for the most ridiculous Temptress outfit I could assemble. There was a lot more black leather than I remembered. I unearthed a pair of skintight shorts that laced up the sides and a scandalous leather bustier with pops of lace. The ensemble paired nicely with thigh-high red boots. For the hell of it, I threw on the scarlet cape I’d worn for Halloween.

I took a running start and leapt off the balcony, triggering Deena’s powers while I flew. The Manhattan Ten were staying at New York, New York. It must’ve made them feel like they were still guarding their post.

Letting the image go, I dropped a few feet as dizziness swamped me. I battled waves of nausea through the air and finally careened onto the balcony at their suite.

As side effects went, it wasn’t the worst, but it made me more vulnerable than I wanted to be, and every power I used added to my exhaustion. I wasn’t eighteen anymore.

The Ten had closed their curtains, but the sliding door was open. Typical heroes. They thought they were invincible. I went invisible and waited for a gust of wind. When the curtain shifted, I slipped into the room.

“She’s got two minutes.” Ruin paced the living room. The whole bachelor party crew—minus Steel and Tank—was assembled. Cyclone, Jet and Annihilator sat on barstools while Panther sprawled on a couch. Thunder stood about a foot from me, leaning against the glass door. As long as I didn’t sneeze, they’d never notice me. Without Tank, they were as lost as I was.

“Do we have a plan?” Panther scratched his whiskers.

“We get him back, and then we take care of that bitch.” Ruin smacked the wall.

Thunder turned to squint at the curtain blowing behind me. I must’ve made a noise. So much for stealth.

“You got the first part right.” I flashed visible, flipping my hair over my shoulder.

Thunder jumped, and an ear-splitting boom echoed through the suite. The other heroes leapt from their seats, calling their powers until energy crackled like Fourth of July fireworks.

“Temptress.” Red lightning danced over Ruin’s arms as he approached. “Where is he?”

I appreciated that his leader and best friend had been abducted because of me, and that I was on Ruin’s turf, but I liked being threatened even less than I liked being called a bitch. Tank had stopped my powers, and I was guessing he could stop theirs. I channeled him, but moved deeper than mind reading as I focused on the heroes surrounding me. It was kind of like holding a paper shield in front of a herd of stampeding elephants, but I gritted my teeth and forced it to work. One by one, their powers fizzled.

“You really have them.” Ruin stared at his arms, naked without their lightning.

A headache built at the back of my skull, but I held on. I couldn’t show weakness. “I’ve got the plan too.”

I swept past the heroes. Rows of liquor bottles and shot glasses lined the bar. I poured a quick shot of Grey Goose and knocked it back. The cold booze stung the back of my throat as it went down. I was going to need the extra support to survive the night.

The guys gaped. I shrugged and took a barstool, aware that the position did naughty things to my bustier. Then they really gaped. Typical. “Tank was taken by a villain named Drake. I don’t know why, but I know where he’s being held.”

“Drake?” Ruin’s eyes narrowed. “Never heard of him.”

“No one has.” Except maybe me, but I only had one memory that hinted at our connection, and I wasn’t about to share. “That’s why he’s so dangerous. His power’s some kind of cloaking ability.”

“He’s invisible?” Panther pulled at his cheek, insecure without his whiskers. “We’ve taken them down before.”

“More than that.” I leaned forward, anchoring my heels on the stool to stop my knees from shaking. Keeping their powers down was making me sweat. “He can hide memories, and I’m pretty sure none of the authorities know he’s running a crime syndicate out of Midtown.”

“He’s in New York?” Ruin’s fists bunched. “He can’t—”

“He is. Trust me.”

Thunder raised his hand. “We’re all about trust, but it works two ways…ah…Temptress. We’re going to need our powers back if we’re doing this together.”

“Call me Jenny.” I let loose a deep breath, releasing Tank’s energy. Quiet noises of relief spread through the room as the heroes’ abilities returned. “But you guys come after me, I won’t be gentle.”

“Why bring us in at all?” Little bolts of red lightning jumped between Ruin’s fingers. “I thought you had every power in the book.”

“That’s not entirely true.” I hopped from the stool. “And I don’t do so well against guerilla forces with automated weapons. Plus twenty, maybe thirty supers. Figured you guys could use some exercise.”

“Hell yeah!” Cyclone whooped. I’d been waiting for him to jump in, classy guy that he was.

“Don’t suppose any of you can teleport?” We needed to get to New York fast, and short of bending time or space, I didn’t see how we could make it.

“No. But we can take the G6.” Ruin pulled out his cell and started punching numbers.

“You guys have a private jet?”

“You don’t?” Cyclone cocked his head to the side.

I was clearly living my life the wrong way. We took a helicopter to the airport and were in the air so fast it had to be illegal. Turned out Thunder was ex-Air Force, and the old top gun had some pull.

We all sank into the leather seats, and the guys were glued to SportsCenter on the flat-screen before takeoff. I drummed my fingers against the chair arm. We’d get there, but I hadn’t thought to sneak my Sudoku along in the bustier. All I had to do was worry.

Tank was captive and helpless because of me. I wasn’t sure what was between us, but that was more reason to get him back. We needed to talk it out and then have some crazy, amazing sex. Though I almost trembled at the thought of his body, that wasn’t his most attractive point. It was Tank himself. Supportive, but not smothering. Strong, but reasonable. Even though I’d taken his powers, he’d stood by my side. We’d only begun to explore where we fit into each other’s lives.

“What’s in this for you?” Ruin had taken the seat facing me. “Why rescue Tank? You already took his powers.”

I wanted to tell him it wasn’t his business, but unfortunately it was. “Bacon. That boy can cook.”

“He cooked for you?” Ruin face-palmed his forehead. “Damn.”

“What?”

“You sleeping with him?” Ruin asked.

My jaw fell a little, but I snapped it closed. Play the part, right? I was Temptress. Might as well have fun with my loose reputation. I folded my arms under the bustier. “Use your imagination.”

“Five hundred!” Cyclone pulled away from the TV long enough to whoop. “You owe me five hundred, Ruin!”

“Yeah?” Ruin scowled. “You still owe me a grand from the bachelor party.”

Oh God. These were Tank’s friends? “Where did he find you guys?”

“Here and there,” Ruin said. “If you screw with him—”

“You don’t get to talk about who I’m screwing.” I fixed Ruin with my best glare. “But I’m not playing. I’m serious about Tank.”

“Good.” Ruin twisted his chair to face the TV. “He’s the best of us.”

I was going to say obviously, but I let it slide. Ruin meant well.

As worry wore at me, I fell into a fitful sleep. I shouldn’t have opened myself up to the guys like that, but they were heroes and we were on mission. Plus, I was exhausted. My arms were still raw and achy, and though the Bellagio seemed ages ago, I’d used plenty of powers since waking, and the G6 didn’t have onboard Vicodin.

The restless catnap didn’t do much good. When we finally touched down, we split into air and ground forces. I wanted air considering I was the only one of the bunch who could fly, but most of the supers were stationed near the bottom of the building, and I needed to suppress powers to give our smaller team the advantage.

Our helicopter dropped us on the roof of a nearby skyscraper, and I ferried Ruin, Thunder and Annihilator down to the street. Cyclone, Jet and Panther would make their way to the other building from above and we’d rendezvous around Tank.

It was a good plan. Assholery aside, the guys knew what they were doing, which made me feel a little less like something was going to claw its way out of my stomach. I did stealth missions, and the occasional smash and grab, but I’d never gone up against so many enemies in such a calculated way. For one night, at least, I was going to have to play hero.

“Ready?” I asked as our group approached the curb.

The heroes nodded. I blanketed the four of us in invisibility and we jogged across the street. Traffic was light at this time of night, but none of the guards had gone home. I zapped the automatic door, and it swung open. Motion sensors triggered the lights, and half a dozen rifles pointed toward us.

“Breach in the lobby,” one of the guards spoke into his headpiece. “Can’t get a visual—”

Red lightning seared across the marble, and the guard went down hard. The other guys didn’t have a chance to get their rifles pointed before Annihilator took them out. He moved like every action movie star I’d ever seen pieced together and pumped full of steroids. I was glad they were on my side.

The elevator pinged like a death knell. Supers spilled into the lobby, radiating powers and slinging fireballs. I managed to throw myself behind a column, but I couldn’t keep my grip on the invisibility. All four of us flashed into sight.

My heart hammered. It was show time. We’d get Tank back, but how much of me would be left after the smoke cleared?


Chapter Ten

I took a deep breath and slipped into Tank’s powers. Fifteen supers had come to play. They ran the spectrum from shape-shifters to super-muscle and psionic blasters. I reached to stop their powers before they could fire, but the pillar’s shadow twisted, gripping me like an inky tentacle as it wrenched me into the air.

A boom echoed as Thunder jumped into the fray, while Ruin’s red lightning crashed and anything Annihilator touched evaporated. They could handle themselves.

Me? Not so much.

The shadow’s touch stung my ankle through my boot. The scent of burning leather curled around me, and I writhed as I tried to shake free. No dice.

I reached with Tank’s powers but couldn’t find the mind to stop. Fire shot through the thing, and ice didn’t slow it down. A force field should’ve worked, but the shadow reached through my wall. It lifted me higher and started to twine around my legs, cocooning me in burning shadow.

Panic pulled at the edges of my tough girl façade. I wasn’t playing that game. I needed firepower and force.

I took a deep breath and let out a supersonic scream.

The air blurred with pressure that pricked my ears in a high-pitched whine. The column snapped, and the shadow dropped me as it rebounded. I landed in a crouch, cutting the noise and I rubbed my raw throat. Hopefully I wouldn’t need to give any speeches for a while.

Dazed, a dark-skinned man stumbled from the column’s rubble. I caught him by the shoulders and met his lips before he knew what was happening. His kiss stung, but the pain faded as new power rushed into me. That felt better.

Crashes and booms echoed as the other supers went at it, stilling for a moment as a massive explosion above shook the building. The air team had arrived, but we were behind schedule.

Annihilator kicked one of the enemy supers in the chest, and he spun over to me. I grabbed a kiss before letting him fall. He tasted like sour Jack Daniels, but I sampled his power, and I could feel the grin that spread on my face.

A teleporter. About damn time.

“Ruin!” I dodged a plasma blast, and red lightning found the shooter. “I’m going after him. Catch up!”

“Je—” he began, but I teleported before he could finish.

I stumbled into a desk, tipping a pencil jar and a stack of office supplies. The secretary at the monitor screamed. After the octaves downstairs, it was enough to make my ears bleed. I made a grab for her, but teleportation screwed with my center of balance. The swipe carried me in a circle and I tumbled to the ground. The secretary threw her stapler, and it connected with my forehead like the chick was an NFL quarterback.

My vision swirled. More superpowers than God, and I was going to get brought down by a Swingline. Was this really my life?

“There you are, Jenny.” Drake sauntered from his office and crouched next to me. He tipped my chin upward with a finger. “I’ve missed you.”

“You—” I grabbed, but he dodged easily. I tried to focus some kind of power on him, but his fuzzy barrier had returned and my gaze wanted to slide around him. I couldn’t focus. “Where’s Tank?”

“I shouldn’t be disappointed.” Drake ran his fingers through his frosted tips. “I’m the one who made you forget. Still, I hoped you’d remember me a little.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I managed to climb to my knees.

“Love the outfit, darling.” Drake glanced to the secretary, who cowered next to her filing cabinet. “You go home. I’ve got business to take care of.”

As soon as she scampered away, Drake slung me over his shoulders. Everything spun and dove, and his aura shot my skin with pins and needles. He walked us into the connecting office and flopped me onto the leather sofa next to his desk.

Tank’s chair wobbled. He was throwing himself at the ropes, face flushed with anger but lips covered in duct tape. The sight nearly broke my heart.

How could Drake do this to us?

“Who are you?” I tried to stand but pitched onto the floor again.

“You’ll hurt yourself if you keep that up.” Drake plopped in front of his monitors. “But don’t ask me. Ask yourself. Who are you?”

“What?” Was my mind that scrambled, or was he not making sense?

“Every hero—heroine—has an origin story. What’s yours?”

“I…” My past had always been vague. I liked it that way, but maybe I’d never appreciated how vague it really was.

“It’s a thrilling story. The cruel world spat you onto my doorstep, and I formed you into a legend like so much lumpy clay. I’m having it made into a graphic novel.” Drake leaned forward, gazing up and down my body so lecherously that I wanted a shower. “Ah, memories. What a sweet little virgin you were.”

A flash of anger cleared my head, and flames jumped from my fingertips. Smoke curled from the carpet. I didn’t believe him, but either way I wanted to get my stilettos better acquainted with his groin. “You bastard.”

“Language, Jenny. What would your mother say?” Drake smirked. “Well, what would she say if you hadn’t killed her?”

I froze. Seconds ticked as I tried to process Drake’s words.

Mom died of a stroke right before I dropped out of college. It had nothing to do with Drake.

Right?

“Don’t strain yourself, darling.” Drake bent back to his screens. “I’ll have you forget soon enough. Looks like the Rogue Alliance is walking away with your hero for a cool five-hundred million. A bargain, don’t you think?” He addressed the last to Tank, but his cell rang before he could really gloat. “Sammy?” Drake frowned as the call continued, finally jabbing it off. “You two had better say your goodbyes now. I have to take care of your posse before they tear down my building. Don’t worry, I’ll only take a moment.” Haze enveloped him and he was gone.

I crawled to Tank. The room spun so hard I could barely move myself forward. I was nauseous and dizzy, with a killer migraine, but I levered myself up and fell into Tank’s lap. My fingers shook as I tore away the duct tape. He didn’t look hurt. I sighed with relief.

“I’m sorry.” I pressed my forehead to his, inhaling his scent and his breath. “This is my fault.”

“No. It’s that asshole’s.” Tank rumbled with suppressed tension. “You okay? What did you do to yourself?”

“I teleported. Ruin and your boys are on the way.” I grabbed his shoulders to steady myself and tried to channel fire to weaken the ropes. The ability slipped from my grasp. Nothing. Steel’s strength still rested inside me, but I couldn’t pull it into my hands. All I could do was tear at the knots with shaky fingers. “I can’t…”

“Jenny.” Tank’s soft voice drew my gaze. His eyes were open and honest. “You’ve done enough. Don’t kill yourself for me.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.” I buried my face in his neck as warmth spread through my body. If I clutched him tight enough, maybe the pain would go away. My hurt transcended the physical. I couldn’t do anything to save him. Powers wouldn’t come when I couldn’t even stand.

“You know you’re crazy, right?” Tank’s sigh rumbled against me.

“Yeah.” That wasn’t up for debate.

“As long as that’s clear. You know I’m falling for you?” Tank said.

I froze, completely still except for my heart, which beat faster and faster as I repeated the words. You know I’m falling for you?

“You…are?” I pulled back to look him in the eyes. I’d thought—hoped—we shared something, but he was right. I was kind of crazy. That was me. I’d never expected to find someone who could deal with it, but Tank’s gaze was clear and warm. He could handle me and I needed him. I moved until our noses touched, and anticipation fluttered. “What if I already fell?”

“Even better.” Tank tilted his head until our lips brushed. I clutched him tighter, closing my eyes as electric connection jolted between us. He tasted like forever, and I really wished he wasn’t tied to the chair.

As I relaxed into him, the energies inside me stirred. Tank’s powers rose, and slipped back to him as naturally as if they’d meant to all along. Maybe they’d been waiting for this. Tank shuddered, and our contact broke as I slumped to the floor.

“Jenny!” I could feel his power working against me from the outside, testing my mind, but its touch was gentle.

I tried to wave him off, but I could barely lift my hand I was so weak. “It’s okay. It’s always like this.” Taking powers gave me a rush, but putting them back was like having my strings cut. It was one of many reasons I wouldn’t return that kind of energy mid-mission. For Tank, I’d make an exception

A low whine built around him and his ropes slipped to the floor. He picked me up and cradled me in his arms, kissing my forehead. “You’re a lot of trouble.”

“I know.” I sank into him. He’d have to get used to that. “Tank…”

“Hmm?” He smoothed my hair. I could feel his power in the air, but it was directed elsewhere. He’d joined the fight, even as he held me. Explosions rattled the building and shook the light fixtures.

“Why did Drake come after us?” I closed my eyes. My voice was husky from the psionic screaming I’d done earlier, and my body wasn’t going to be able to maintain consciousness much longer. Everything hurt, and the doubts that Drake had offered threatened to crush me. “Can you read my memories?”

“I shouldn’t—”

“Tank. Please.” I hoped he was reading my thoughts. My mental defenses were down and it was the best time to find the truth. I trusted Tank. He could do it if anyone could and I needed to know what Drake was to me before tangling Tank into the mess of my life.

“Okay.” He shifted me into a more comfortable position and put a hand over my temple. “Relax.”

His calloused fingertips felt like heaven. I opened my mind, offering my whole self to the man I loved.

Images spun from the shadowy depths of my mind. As Drake’s face came to forefront, my muscles tensed, and my world shattered.



Jenny’s body tightened. I tried to keep my mental touch light, but digging for suppressed memories was rough work. I’d blocked all the supers in the building, and the guys were mopping up the rest of Drake’s force.

Good to have you back, boss. Ruin spoke first, but the rest of their voices followed. They’re toast now. Boo-yah! Dibs on victory kisses from the boss’s girl!

The last was from Cyclone. I tuned him out and bent to focus on the task at hand. We had about two minutes before Drake and one of his buddies made it back to the office. They’d slipped the guys on the roof and were sprinting down the stairwell.

Two minutes would be enough. I didn’t want to do this now, but Jenny had thought right. The best time to break the hazy cage around her mind was while Drake’s powers were suppressed and she was vulnerable.

I stroked her hair as I delved into her thoughts. She was mine. Beautiful, spontaneous, strong and crazy. She looked like she’d put herself through hell to get to me, and it wasn’t far from the truth. Every part of her ached, and her exhaustion stretched soul-deep. If she kept using powers at this rate, she’d tear herself apart. It was impressive, but I couldn’t let it go on. I wanted to see her healthy and off the diet of booze and pain meds. Smiling next to me.

That wouldn’t happen until her thoughts were her own again. I moved deeper and deeper into her mind until the haze parted and a flood of memories broke from Drake’s dam.

A fresh-faced Jenny clutched a stack of books to her chest as she ducked her head against a misty rain. I recognized the street. It was Greenwich Village near NYU. She had to be late teens, early twenties, with long blonde curls that turned heads, though she didn’t notice the attention.

Jenny slipped into an alley and a smudge of something—a man?—shot through the air after her. A muffled scream, and the books toppled to the ground. She was flying.

No. Her attacker was flying.

He carried her to the top of a building and dropped her on the narrow ledge of ornamental stone. Old cigarette butts littered the space. Jenny tried to scrabble backward, but there were no windows and there was nowhere to go but down. The guy had scraggly hair and the melted look of wasted muscle. A failed hero?

As he closed in on Jenny, he unzipped his fly.

My blood boiled. I wanted to tear through the memory and rip his throat out, but I couldn’t change the past. I wanted to save her, but all I could do was watch.

“No!” Jenny batted at him, but he pinned her arms and fell on top of her. His lips crushed hers. I ached to take her into my arms and stop the muffled sounds of panic and pain.

It was getting too much to take when the man’s eyes widened. He tried to pull back, but his body went rigid. He slumped and tipped over the ledge, falling to the ground like dead weight.

Served the bastard right.

Jenny clapped a hand to her mouth, and panicked breaths sped through her fingers. She scrunched into herself, pressing her back to the wall as she clutched her knees.

She stayed that way as screams and sirens echoed from the street, but the terrible realization stole over her face. As the shadows tugged at her mind in the present, I remembered something too. A superhero turned serial rapist, who’d abducted women by plucking them from the street. They couldn’t fight back when a fall meant death.

Ending his life had wakened Jenny’s powers.

The memory dissolved with Jenny frozen on the ledge. Did she realize then that she could fly, or did she wait alone until she was found? I wanted it to end, but Drake hadn’t arrived on the scene. Where did he come into this disaster?

A new image rose, and Jenny looked more rumpled this time, with deep circles under her eyes. She knocked on an office door’s frosted glass. “Professor Darring?”

“Come in,” a familiar voice called.

Bookshelves filled with comic books and glossy texts ringed the room at waist height, and framed posters of supers crowded the walls. The man’s back was to Jenny as he fingered through a stack of comics. “You’re here about your term paper grade?”

“No.” Jenny fiddled with her scarf. “I’m not one of your students. But someone told me to talk to you…you’re head of Super Studies and I need…”

The man tensed and set down his comic. It was Drake before the dye job, in reading glasses and a tie. “Have a seat. What can I help you with, Miss…?”

“Ray. Jenny Ray. I think I’m…” She gripped the chair back but didn’t sit. “There’s something wrong with me.”

Drake came around the desk. He took her hand and pulled her into the chair. As he patted her hand, she gazed at him like he’d just thrown her a lifeline.

Fucking bastard.

The memory slipped, and a series of images shot me like machine gun fire. Professor Drake Darring seduced Jenny, slowly turning her into an object for his pleasure. One scene lingered longer than the rest.

A ragged guy with a scraggly beard was tied to a chair in a room jammed with space heaters. Bits of frost clung to his fingers, but it was too hot to form ice, and water puddled from his feet, submerging the floorboards.

Jenny wore clingy leather and Drake had ditched the reading glasses and tie. He hovered behind the guy, clutching his shoulders. “Do it, Jenny. For us.”

“I…” She hesitated at the edge of the puddle.

“You have to test this. Do you know what it means if you can take his powers? We can turn the city around, and with me hiding you, no one could touch us.” Drake dug his fingers into the guy’s shoulders. “The world could do without one more criminal, and you’re the only one who can stop him for good.”

She took a deep breath and splashed through the water. “I have to know if this is real.”

“You can handle it,” Drake said.

She leaned in, and as her lips touched the bound man’s, her expression broke my heart. It was a mix of disgust and terror, her eyes as hollow as they’d been when she crouched alone on the ledge.

The man jerked as his energy bled away, and Jenny jumped back as he slumped. She lifted a hand and stared in horror as tiny ice crystals blossomed on her fingertips. “I didn’t think it would work.”

Drake pulled her from the room and sat her on a couch with a blanket. “You’ll be fine, Jenny. You were born for this.”

“Born to steal other people’s powers?” Her voice trembled.

“No.” Drake grabbed her chin and forced him look in his eyes. “Born to reclaim them from people who don’t deserve them.”

“I’m not God, Drake. I didn’t even know I had pow—”

Drake cut her off with a kiss. She melted into him, dropping the blanket, clinging to him like she would to anyone who offered her a hand.

It should’ve been me.

“Relax,” Drake said. “I’ll take care of you. We’ll do this together, okay?”

Jenny nodded, and the scene blurred into a hundred others just like it. She didn’t want to steal powers, but Drake convinced her every time. This one’s a criminal, and that one’s dangerous. It was always, “You’re the only one who can stop them, Jenny.”

Every kiss they shared was a knife to my stomach. He taught her to control the new powers and gave her plenty of opportunities to experiment as he dragged her into the supervillain underworld. The more power Jenny took, the more her life crumbled, and it took a long time before all that pain gave her wisdom.

When she finally realized he was manipulating her, she left him, but Drake had never let go. He’d used his power to shield her from prying eyes, always intending to return and claim what was his. 

As her past finished fast-forwarding, Jenny’s eyes snapped open, only Jenny wasn’t home.

The air condensed around her, and shadows twisted in her hate-filled gaze. I clutched her to me, but the door burst open before I could start to pull her back.

Two minutes were up. Drake and his follower stood panting in the doorway.

Jenny gave a cruel, cold smile and pushed me away. I hit the opposite wall before I could process what was happening.

She was out of control, and she had more power than I could stop.

We were all screwed.


Chapter Eleven

The truth seared through me, waking powers I’d forgotten and a strength I’d never known I had. The pain was fresh as ever.

I’d killed the man who tried to rape me, discovering a power I couldn’t understand. It wasn’t long until a glimpse of me flying triggered Mom’s stroke. My life was on the brink when I heard about Drake. I thought he was saving me, but he’d pulled me further into the darkness, taking advantage of me at my most vulnerable.

With me to take down his enemies, he’d gone from untenured professor to criminal mastermind in a matter of months. He’d been right about one thing. No one could stand against our powers together.

I’d followed him, mistaking sex for love, and though I’d forgotten what he did to me, I’d never escaped. The rush of memories burned so hot I tasted metal.

“Jenny.” Drake was covered in soot, his sleeve torn, but he smiled. “You remembered.”

Shadows boiled at the edges of the room. They darted out at my will, binding Drake and his goateed minion wrist and ankle. It was strange to feel so hot and cold at the same time. I craved revenge, and I’d do my worst to get it.

Black and silver lightning sparked along my arms, and a tear grew in the fabric of space in front of the two men. A life in Hell was exactly what they deserved.

“Jenny…” Drake’s smile faded. “Don’t do this.”

The building shook as the portal widened, and demonic screams carried the scent of sulfur in their wake. Strong arms wrapped my shoulders. Tank. “Don’t, Jenny.”

I pushed him away. He careened into the desk, slipping on the ice that spread across the floor. I frowned. I hadn’t meant to use that much strength.

The portal screamed louder, drawing my attention. Phantom arms reached through, and the two men trembled. Spectral flames reflected in their eyes. I felt powerful.

Invincible.

Tank grabbed me again, this time, adding his power to the hold. The portal guttered for a second, but I slipped his mental hold. He couldn’t contain me anymore.

I lifted a hand to shoo him away for good, but he grabbed my wrist and snuck under my guard for a kiss. Warmth shot through me, with a heady blast of emotional feedback. Tank’s screaming worry. The depth of his concern, and an all-encompassing love that brought sunshine to the shadows in my mind.

I gasped.

The powers slipped my hold. As the hell portal flickered away, the shadow bonds dropped Drake and Sam, and the other leaking abilities receded. The building stopped shaking.

“Shh.” Tank stroked my hair as he cradled me. “No harm done.”

My face was damp. I wiped the tears, both bitter and glad that he’d stopped me. “I want to kill him.”

“Me too,” Tank said. “But that’s not what heroes do.”

“I’m not—” I began.

“You are.” He squeezed me tighter. I didn’t really agree, considering I’d just tried to send two men to Hell, but Tank’s words filled me with pride. His opinion meant that much, and he’d put himself on the line to save me from my darkest self.

Drake groaned and started to climb to his feet. Burn marks twisted his skin where the shadows had touched, and he leaned against the wall to stay stable.

“Let me take care of this.” I tried to stand, but it didn’t go well. Stars flashed behind my eyes, and my feet felt disconnected to my body. Tank kept me upright.

I let go of him and tumbled into Drake. “I’ll never forgive you.”

“A kiss for good luck?” Drake smirked.

Suppressing the urge to vomit, I met his lips and bit down hard. He flinched, and his power roared into me as he crumpled.

I only went a little easier on Sam. He hadn’t ruined my life, but he was still Drake’s minion.

The second rush of power should’ve given me more energy, but I’d already channeled too much for one day. Tank caught me when I fell.

I had a feeling he’d be doing a lot of that in the future, and the idea thrilled me as Tank swept me up. I could get used to it.



Jenny slept. It was deep, dreamless and untroubled. I wanted to join her, but there was still work to do. I kissed her forehead. We’d have time.

I held her tight as I carried her down to the lobby. Cops crowded, cuffing supers and criminals while Ruin and the guys directed. They split away and their relieved thoughts washed over me as they closed in.

“You barely made it to the fight,” Ruin said. It was iffy for a minute there.

I nodded to his thought. “Had to take care of some things first.” Jenny stirred, making a contented cat noise that drew the guys’ eyes.

Lucky bastard. Cyclone’s gaze lodged in Jenny’s bustier. I’d love to—

I cut the thoughts and went around the circle, fixing them each with a glare. Jenny was mine.

“I’m getting married.” Panther lifted his hands, retracting his claws.

“We’d never touch her,” Thunder said. “Steel maybe would…”

Steel. That idiot was the reason we’d gotten into this mess. I flipped Jenny’s cape over her body, shielding her from view. She tucked her chin against my chest.

All things considered, it had turned out all right. We’d busted a criminal mastermind, and I’d found the only woman who could hack a relationship with a mind reader. Hell, I was the one who’d need to keep up with her. “You guys came in the jet?”

“Need a lift?” Thunder asked.

“Nah.” I wanted to be alone with Jenny without my buddies’ thoughts crowding in on us. “You guys stay and take care of the city. I’ll hire a pilot and take her home.”

“How long you gonna be gone?” Ruin asked. She’s got it bad for you.

I glanced down at Jenny. “A while.”





I knew we’d flown back to Vegas when Tank eased me into my bed. He tried to leave, but I grabbed his arm, forcing him to stay while I slept off my injuries and a few days of mental abuse.

When I finally came to, I smelled breakfast.

Tank strode into the bedroom with a tray, piled high with eggs, sausage and frothy, fresh-squeezed orange juice.

“Marry me.” I reached for him and the food.

He set the tray on the nightstand with a laugh and kissed my fingertips. “Feeling better?”

“Fine now.” The heat of his lips lingered on my hand and woke the rest of my body. I still ached, but I was ready to try Tank on for size. I glanced up through my lashes, leaving my mental pictures wide open.

“Not yet.” He pulled away with a wistful sigh and set the tray on my lap. “Eat. We have to pick Steel up from the station, and you’re still weak.”

“Buzzkill.” I grumbled, but picked up a piece of sausage. My stomach was hollow, and I did still feel a little woozy. “He got off?”

“She dropped the charges. It was a stunt all along.”

“Good.” I took a sip of Tank’s brewed-to-perfection coffee. Tank wouldn’t keep Steel around if the guy weren’t a solid hero. Maybe he was just a pathological flirt. I’d only met him that once, and it was hard to judge a man’s full character by his bachelor party etiquette.

After a full buffet and a long shower, I was three quarters human and ready to deal with the station. We went down the elevator hand in hand, and as we stepped onto the casino floor, Tank moved his arm to my shoulder. I hadn’t felt so complete in a long, long time. Maybe ever.

I waved to Seth as we crossed his territory. He gave us a curt nod, and Tank had a sly smile on his face. I hoped they hadn’t been arm wrestling while I was out.

We crossed the lobby, and as soon as the doors slid open, cameras flashed and microphones appeared under our noses. Cops, I was ready to deal with. The paparazzi, not so much. I glanced at Tank. He sighed at my thought and shrugged.

The reporters gasped as we both flashed invisible. Being super wasn’t all bad.

We snuck into the limo that was waiting for us and almost gave the driver a heart attack when we rapped on the divider. As he pulled away from the curb, he lifted the privacy barrier back into place.

Good thing. At this time a day, it would be a quick ride to the station, but I meant to put every one of those minutes to use.

Draping myself over Tank, I nibbled his earlobe. “Still going with ‘not yet’?”

“Jenny…” Tank groaned and wrapped me in gentle arms, shifting so I sat against his chest. He kissed and licked the length of my neck until I panted, but he showed no signs of pushing farther.

It was a start, but I wanted so much more.

“Read my mind.” I ground my ass against him. He was hard and as ready as I was.

“I’m reading it.” His voice had the edge of a delicious growl, and his hand tightened in my hair.

“And?”

“And if I ignore the obvious, you’re still hurting. If we did half of what I wanted, you would not be walking out of this limo.”

I shivered. Was that supposed to make me back off? “Sounds like a fair trade. Why stop at half?”

“Jenny.” He bit the flesh of my neck, just below my ear. “You took too much damage in the fight. If I touch you, I’ll be adding to the bruises.”

Funny, at the moment, I couldn’t feel a thing. Only a strong wave of desire. And a little annoyance. Maybe Tank was a mind reader, but I got to decide when I was ready for sex.

Which was now.

“You do,” he whispered, and the heat in his voice clenched the pit of my stomach. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to touch you.”

He slipped me off his lap and moved across the limo where he sat back and folded his arms. I considered jumping him, but a cocky smile parted his lips. “Not with my hands, at least.”

A caress breathed down my spine. I gasped. It was like Tank was pressed against me instead of feet away, and his touch penetrated my clothes. Might as well have been naked.

Tank’s mental hands smoothed over my hips and down my thighs. When he reached my toes, the hands disappeared. Phantom lips brushed the back of my knee. Then both knees.

My toes curled. A dark chuckle echoed from Tank, and the lips multiplied. Sets of mouths worked both sides of my collarbone, nibbling and sucking. Licks traced my earlobes, my navel, the curves of my hipbones.

“You’re…kidding.” Breathless, I bucked against the seat. If this was his mind, what could my man do with his body?

As much as I was enjoying the appetizer, I wanted the main course. And now.

“You like?” He ran a mental finger under the lace of my panties, not even slowing the rest of his touches.

“Mmm. Want…you.” I showed him exactly what I wanted. The panties gone—who cared where—and my skirt around my thighs as I rode every hard inch of him.

“Fuck. Jenny.” Tank groaned and rearranged himself in his seat.

“That’s the…” His fingers dragged lower, sparking a rush of heat that left me breathless. “Point.”

“Let me play the mind games.” The image that Tank bounced back was as hot as mine, and his came with sensory effects. He lay pressed between my thighs, those cut shoulders bobbing as his tongue went to work.

“Ah…” I wanted to grab hold of him, but settled for the arm rests as my body writhed.

So good.

But I wanted the real thing. He growled—maybe he agreed—and his mental touch dialed up another notch.

Tongue. Phantom fingers. And Tank’s kisses all over my body.

I shattered, arcing back into the seat. He was there with me as I soared, his touch deep inside my mind.

When I finally came down, I sprawled limp and totally spent in the best possible way. We were parked in front of the station. Apparently I hadn’t been paying attention.

I managed a scowl. “You’d better get over here and kiss me.”

Tank fell on me, smothering me without touching, bracing his arms and knees against the seat. “Anything.” He spoke against my lips, his breath hot.

With gentle hands he tucked my hair behind my ears and met my gaze. For moments he just stared, eyes wide and uncomplicated and beautiful. I stared straight back.

The kiss was soft when it finally came, lingering over my lower lip. Tank never broke eye contact.

I still wanted him, but Tank’s tenderness was exactly what I needed to wash the last of Drake from my system. I wrapped my arms around him.

I never wanted to let go.

“And next time, if you need to call my name, use Jason.”

“Jason.” I’d have to get used to it, but his trust made me all kinds of tingly. “Did you just give me your secret identity?”

“Don’t need it with you.”

“Really? I plan to get you much better acquainted with Temptress.” I pulled him tighter and punctuated with a lick along his earlobe.

He groaned and found my mouth again.

A rap against the window finally broke our concentration. Then a few more and people were pressing their cameras and faces against the window.

“More paparazzi?” So much for privacy. I could always transport us to our own dimension…

Tank tsked against my lips.

“Teleport to a private beach?” That couldn’t hurt, right?

“Maybe later.” He gave me a last peck and a smile before helping me up and out of the limo. As we ducked through the crowd, he folded around me like my bodyguard, shielding us both from the worst of the flashes.

They shouted questions, mostly about our suspected romance, but there was no need to answer.

Wasn’t it obvious?

Past the gauntlet, Chief Burgess waited inside the door. “Finally. Jenny, you okay?”

“Pretty good.” I’d keep feeling that way as long as I held Tank’s hand.

“Good. Now get that showboat out of my station.”

Steel leapt to his feet as we approached the holding tank. “Boss!” A wide grin split his face. “That chick was—” His words cut when he noticed me at Tank’s side. “You. You can bust me out anytime, sugar.”

My jaw dropped. I put him in jail, and he still wanted a piece?

“You sure you can’t keep him?” I asked the chief.

“Not a second longer than I have to. He’s clean as a whistle, but we put him back in the cell after we found him in the supply closet getting friendly with one of the female officers.”

Steel gripped the bars. “I can’t help it if I’m God’s gift to—”

“Steel.” Tanks firm voice finally shut him up.

“Right, boss.” He took a deep breath. “I’ll be good. Get me out?”

The chief unlocked the door, and Steel sprang out to fist-bump Tank. His gaze immediately slid to my cleavage. “Want to continue where we left off? I bet we can find some handcuffs around here.”

“She’s mine.” Tank gripped Steel’s shoulder so hard his knuckles cracked.

“Ow. Boss, no super-strength here! Can I get my powers back before you rip me a new one?”

Tank let go and scowled. “Do it.”

“Hope you enjoy this,” I said as I drew near. “It’s not happening again.”

“Damn straight,” Tank said.

I summoned Steel’s strength and gave him a quick peck. He tried to slip me tongue, but Tank yanked him back by his collar, and I wiped my lips on the back of my hand. It was easy as it should be, and it felt more and more like Tank’s powers had set us up.

I owed them a thank you.

Tank grabbed me and steered me down the hallway.

“What about me, boss?” Steel called behind us.

“Limo’s full,” Tank said as he tugged me away. “Get a flight back to New York.”

I laughed as he tucked me into the backseat. “Touchy, huh?”

Tank’s eyes were pits of fire. “I’m tired of watching you kiss other guys.”

“I won’t make a habit of it anymore.” I straddled his lap and slipped my arms around his shoulders. I loved his jealousy and his protectiveness. He knew just where to stop so that I didn’t feel smothered. He was mine, and I wanted to make sure he never forgot it. “Want to continue where we left off?”

“Absolutely.” He found my mouth, and his touch lit fires inside me. He tasted solid as home-cooked Sunday dinners, and I wanted him in my life for a very, very long time.

“What do we do now?” I pulled away. I had to ask.

Tank stroked my neck with the pad of his thumb. “There’s a lot of trouble in Vegas. I’m thinking the Ten need to franchise.”

“Yes!” I threw my arms around him, and we tumbled onto the seat, sharing a long, luxurious kiss that melted the last of the ice inside me. For a while, we lay glued together. As I listened to Tank’s heartbeat, I couldn’t control the urge to smile.

I might be a hero, but Tank could save me anytime he wanted.
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No super deed goes unpunished…



Breaking Bad

© 2012 Jodi Redford



A Midnight Justice Story

It’s been twenty-five years since the last Light Guardian was wiped out. Or so it’s believed. Ruby Winston is about to blow the lid off that theory, even though it’ll bring every Shadow Czar minion down on her ass.

She’s always known she was different from the rest of the evil-dictators-in-training Winstons. Uncovering the secret half of her gene pool proves it. Now she’s out to bring down her late father’s mind-control soda empire—and break the Shadow Czars’ hold on Earth.

Problem is, becoming a superhero overnight isn’t as easy as it looks.

Teague Younger has his own secrets to keep: his heritage, and his fierce determination to exact revenge on his friend and mentor’s murderer. So far he’s kept his cover—until he’s forced to use his Light Guardian powers to save Ruby from a sticky situation.

Thrust together and on the run, Teague and Ruby form a wary alliance as they desperately fight their circuit-blowing attraction. With an army of Shadow Queen minions hot on their tails, they might have a hard time surviving the night, much less ignoring their hearts.

Warning: This book contains mind-controlling beverages, evil dictators and minions, excessive use of spandex, and enough electrifying sex to melt an ice train.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Breaking Bad:

Teague stalked toward a cluster of scrub pines in the distance. He halted a good thirty yards back from the trees and waved his arm. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

“But…we’re too far away.”

“You might not even get this close to the queen before she fries your ass.”

Her stomach clenched. Determined to prove to them both that she wasn’t entirely inept, Ruby lifted her shaking hands and directed a bolt toward the shrubs. The charge hit at least ten yards short, fizzling ineffectually into the parched dirt.

“Try it again.”

She repeated the maneuver, this time landing the strike even farther from the target. Embarrassment and defeat caved her chest.

“You’re not focusing.”

“I am. I’ve been aiming for that middle tree each try.”

“I’m not talking about outward focus.” He moved behind her. “It’s as much about the mental as physical. To properly handle your energy, you first need to understand it. Connect with it.” His warm, calloused palms glided along her arms, positioning them in a straight horizontal line. “This is the best way to ground yourself. The energy resides as much within your environment as it does inside you.” His fingertips grazed the sensitive undersides of her forearms, causing her to shiver in pleasure. “Do you feel the build-up starting?”

A sharp tingle shuttled through her clitoris. Oh yeah. She was definitely feeling something. Probably not what he’d been referring to though. “I—I’m not sure.”

Teague pressed into her, the firm, muscular planes of his chest and abdomen contouring to her back like the delicious, masculine version of memory foam. “How about now? Feeling anything?”

She gulped, not entirely certain he wasn’t referring to the thick bulge of his erection prodding the base of her spine. “Err…possibly.”

“Good.” His hands coasted along her upper arms and over her shoulders. He continued following the slope of her neck, his fingers a maddening butterfly dance along her overheated skin. She shook as he traced the shell of her ears before combing his fingers through her hair, sifting the strands over her shoulders. His deep inhalation stirred the fine hairs at her temple, and she closed her eyes on a shaky breath.

“Do you feel it, Ruby?” His hands retraced their path, this time moving beneath her arms. “Do you feel our energy weaving?”

Oh my God. She did. Teague’s power was a sensual caress along her synapses. It licked at her own energy, engaging it in an erotic tango that felt…like sex. She bit her lip to stifle a moan. Teague’s bold hands roved inward, and her eyes snapped open as they closed over her breasts. A blast of energy showered from her, acting as a turbo boost to the discharged bolt. It slammed into the center tree across from them, sheering it in half.

Unable to believe her own eyes, she released an excited whoop of joy. It took a moment to realize that Teague was no longer touching her. Disappointment smothered her brief happiness. Pivoting, she met his guarded expression. Painfully aware of the tight ache in her nipples, she hugged her torso. “You stopped.”

“It was the end of our first lesson.”

She frowned. “That was a lesson?”

“Our energy often brings with it a sexual charge for us. Tap into that essence, and it can trigger a power surge similar to a climax.”

Her cheeks heated. “I thought you were touching me because you wanted me.”

A dark intensity entered Teague’s eyes. “I want to fuck you so badly, my balls are blue. But giving in to that urge would be stupid.”

Heaviness sat like an elephant on her chest. “Why?”

“We’re as different as two people can get, Ruby. You want to save the world, and I just want revenge and to save my own ass. You’re better off without me.”

“Don’t I get a say in this decision?”

“No. One of us has to keep some damn sense.” His jaw locked into a rigid line, Teague strode past her and headed to the copse of trees.

She stared at his retreating back, the ache in her heart increasing with each step he took away from her. He should be the last person on Earth capable of tying her emotions into a tangle of messy knots. He was absolutely right about them being wrong for each other. The smartest thing she could do right now was walk away.

Her legs wobbly, she started across the dusty plain, her unwavering sight set on Teague. She reached the ring of trees, and he turned to face her, his mouth a grim line. “Ruby—”

Planting her palms squarely in the center of his broad chest, she shoved him against the trunk of the nearest oak. “You said what you had to say. Now it’s my turn.” Before he could interrupt or argue, she stood on tiptoe and caught his bottom lip between her teeth. A harsh breath rattled from his lungs, and she slid her hand behind his neck. The next second, the lush, wet heat of his tongue thrust inside her mouth as he grasped her ass and hauled her up against him. Locking one leg around his waist, she rubbed against his thickening erection and whimpered.

Re-angling his mouth for a deeper, hungrier kiss, he swung her around until her back was the one pushed against the rough bark of the tree. Gripping her thigh higher, he ground his pelvis into hers. The friction tore a moan from her throat. Scraping his teeth along her jawbone, Teague slid a hot, open-mouthed kiss toward the sensitive crook of her neck.

Her insides melting, she shivered. She wanted nothing more desperately than to feel the thick, hard length of his cock slide deep in her core, filling the emptiness and banishing her ever-present worries for a blissful moment. “Please, make love to me.”

A tremor racked Teague’s body. She sensed the tension in him. The struggle for his control. She gyrated her hips, earning his rasping groan. “Damn it, Ruby. I’m not fucking you against this tree.”

She pulled him in for another devouring kiss and gloried in the lusty moan that rumbled through his chest. His hand slipped between them and fumbled with her zipper. An instant later his palm was cupping her mound and two fingers were buried in her pussy. She gasped at the unexpected stretch. “That isn’t what I want.”

Ignoring her, he pumped his fingers and ghosted his thumb over her clit. She sank her nails into his rock-hard biceps and fought for breath. “N-not this way.”

He increased the pressure on her inner walls, hitting the sweet spot that brought stars dancing in her vision. She bowed her back, trying to stave off the approaching climax. His gaze hot with determination, Teague hooked his fingers, his aim precise and devastating.


She could resist this bad boy…if he wasn’t so darned good at it.



Superlovin’

© 2012 Vivi Andrews



A Midnight Justice Story

Darla Powers, a.k.a. DynaGirl, is the Jessica Rabbit of crime fighters, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy finding a date. When her latest ex opines she’s not helpless enough to make him feel manly, she flies off to take out her romantic frustrations on a villain dumb enough to pick tonight to break into a secret government vault.

Lucien Wroth’s father may be a famous supervillain, but Lucien doesn’t see himself as a bad guy. Just one determined to free his baby sister from a supercriminal’s clutches. He’s this close to getting his hands on a vital set of schematics when one sultry superheroine catches him elbow-deep in a top-secret safe.

Darla is horrified when Lucien’s pretty face—and bulging muscles—distract her enough to let him get away. No one escapes DynaGirl. But somewhere along the way to getting revenge for her public humiliation, she and Lucien become uneasy allies…resisting an all-too-easy attraction. Suddenly she suspects the perfect man for a good girl just might be a very bad boy.

Warning: This book contains heroes, villains, mind-games, epic battles, bustiers, leather, and an infamous “Women of the Cape” Maxim photo spread.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Superlovin’:

“You’ll never…escape,” she declared breathlessly, looking rather adorably determined laid out flat on the cement with rubble in her hair.

He would’ve laughed if he could spare the oxygen. “You don’t know how to…admit defeat, do you?” He couldn’t help but admire her tenacity. Deluded though it may be.

“What makes you…think I’m…defeated?”

“The inability to get a full sentence out without gulping for air is a tell, sweetheart,” he grunted, barely getting the sentence out himself without taking a gulp.

“I’d like to see you fly across the city twice in an hour, one of those times carrying a two-ton delinquent.”

He arched a brow. “I’m a big boy, but I’m not quite that big, princess.”

Her eyes narrowed at the suggestive lilt in his voice, pretty mouth pursing. “I was talking about the weight of your ego.”

“Then you must be constantly exhausted. How do you manage to lift yours, even with the superstrength?”

She made a face at him. The darling of the press, always poised and perfect, crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue at him. Which, perversely, just made him want to kiss her.

Not a bad idea, actually.

He needed something to distract her at the right moment, and nothing was likely to unsettle the Powers Princess more than one of the unwashed masses daring to lay his lips on her. And, yeah, he was a guy, so he’d pretty much wanted to lay one on her since she’d posed for Maxim’s Women of the Cape issue. He’d dreamt about that magazine—dark, steamy, grinding, Technicolor dreams with Miss Goody Two Shoes as their very naughty star. Those pillowy lips were an open invitation, far too wicked for someone so sanctimoniously pure.

Sadly, DynaGirl didn’t seem to be in the mood to play.

“What did you take?” she demanded. The very proper Miss Powers was like a freaking terrier when she set her mind to something. She shoved hard on his shoulder, rolling them over so she knelt straddling his stomach. He let her be on top. For now. Her gaze flicked down his body, searching for a spot he could’ve stashed the papers. “What did you go back for?”

Lucien kept half an ear out for the sound of the next train and conjured up a lazy grin. He let his gaze linger on the way the dark, stretchy fabric of her supersuit cupped the curve of her breasts. “Would you like to frisk me? Cuz I know I’d like it.”

“Knock it off. You’re caught. Give it up.”

“I’m caught, am I? How are you planning to get me back to that lovely holding cell? Flying didn’t work out so well for you last time.”

She reached to the belt on her hip, pulled out a phone, swiped a thumb across the touchpad without looking and held it up to her ear with a smugly triumphant smirk. A smirk which faded as she pulled it away from her ear to glare at the uncooperative device.

“No service?” he purred.

Thank God for the crappy reception of subway tunnels. His abilities were too far blown to handle the cavalry right now.

“I’ll fly you there if I have to,” DynaGirl declared, but the first waver of doubt edged her tone.

Supers could do superhuman things—hence the name—but there was only so far they could push themselves before they crashed with a power hangover that would bring the gods to their knees. Lucien was inches from his own breaking point and, from the tremor in her voice, it sounded like his tenacious little sex kitten of a nemesis was right there with him.

Which meant she was vulnerable. He just needed one more sprint. He could last a few more seconds before his brain exploded into white-hot agony. He had to. For Mirabelle.

He heard the distant electrical whine of a train coming down the tracks. Three minutes, give or take…

Lucien let the icy-hot pain starting to spike in his temples show on his face. “I could come quietly,” he said, making his voice tight with strain. “For a price.”

“I don’t negotiate with supervillains.”

“Not even for my surrender? My complete surrender.”

Interest lit her up-tilted emerald eyes, but her jaw remained clenched in an unyielding line. “No deals. I won’t bribe you to play nice when you’ve already lost.”

“But all I wanted was a kiss.”

She went motionless above him, as if she’d forgotten the need to breathe.

“One little kiss,” he purred. “And I’ll go meekly to my jail cell. No tricks. No trouble.”

He couldn’t read her expression. Something odd and almost hopeful colored the suspicion in her gaze. She hesitated. The train rattled closer. Her fingers eased their death grip on his hair.

“Why?”

“Are you kidding? I’ve always wanted a shot at the great Darla Powers. Who hasn’t? That Maxim spread changed my life.”

Her eyes darkened. “That damn magazine—”

“Hey, don’t damn that magazine. I could compose sonnets to that magazine. Especially your issue. I think you single-handedly launched a generation of twelve-year-old boys into puberty with that spread.” The picture had become a cultural icon. Darla Powers, the super answer to Marilyn Monroe. “Tell me you still have the bustier and I’ll die happy.”

She blushed. “That is none of your business.”

Dear God, she still has it. Unwholesome interest stirred below Lucien’s belt. He’d been joking, but now he couldn’t get the image out of his head. Her incredible figure overflowing the snug black lace with a shimmering red D curled under one breast in a parody of her suit. Maybe she still wore it. Maybe she put it on for the schmuck boyfriend who’d let her walk out on their date. Jealousy gave his gut an ugly twist, but he ignored it. She wasn’t with her schmuck boyfriend now.

“One kiss,” he said, the words coming out as more of a demand than he’d intended, his voice so dark and hungry he barely recognized it. “One kiss and I’ll do whatever you want.”

The words were supposed to be a lie, but at the moment he almost believed them himself. Darla Powers was a woman who could own a man’s soul if she put her mind to it. If she could let herself be that bad…

She leaned over him, and he sank his hand into the curls at the base of her skull. “C’mon, princess,” he coaxed, his gaze locked on her pillowy lips. “Even good girls get to be bad sometimes.”

She went rigid in his arms. “No. We don’t.”

The train was nearly there now. Ten seconds… Darla began to resist his hold, but Lucien had run out of time for persuasion. Now or never.

He sat up and twisted abruptly, using a pulse of superspeed to get her sprawled on her back before she realized negotiations were over. He caught her startled gasp on his lips.

The kiss was a sneak attack—quick and fierce and designed to startle and unsettle her. It wasn’t supposed to sear across his nerve endings with unexpected heat. He wasn’t supposed to be tempted to fall into the taste of her and abandon his will to fight. Soft, warm, luscious—the definition of a dangerous woman.

Her hands fell away from his hair, shoving at his shoulders without any real strength as she made the most deliciously wanton noise in her throat.

In a different world, he would stay here and finish what they’d started, explore this incendiary chemistry, coax that sound from her again and again. But she was still a hero and he’d long since been cast in the villain role. If he wanted any future for his sister, he couldn’t waste time playing doctor with DynaGirl.

The first train car thundered into the abandoned station.

He threw himself off her. “Sorry, princess.” The last of his reserves went into a surge of superspeed as he leapt onto the tracks and sprinted down the tunnel in front of the engine. The racing train sealed the tunnel entrance behind him before DynaGirl could gather herself to follow.

He didn’t have time to thrill at the victory of escape. He was too busy trying to maintain his speed until he reached the next platform so he didn’t end up a bloody smear on the tracks.

Lucien ran, his head slowly exploding, the stolen papers crinkling in his pocket with the sound of success, Darla’s taste still sweet on his lips.


Fight alone, die alone.



Heroes Without, Monsters Within
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Blaze of Glory, Book 2

In the weeks since Jo “Surf” Tanis and her rough-and-tumble band of super-powered actors broke free of the government-sponsored superhero show, they’re all still dealing with the aftershock of adjusting to this thing called reality.

It doesn’t get much more real than a mission to dig survivors out of what’s left of Erie, PA after a mysterious earthquake. A trembler that powerful is as out of place as Jo feels as the de-facto leader of the troupe. Not to mention the soul-shaking feelings she has for Hunter, a team member whose past as an Agency Guardian casts a heavy shadow over any possible relationship.

It seems one of the supers, an earth-warper named Ground Pounder, has gone rogue, using his freedom from the Agency’s brand of virtual slavery to put the “villain” back in supervillain. Failure to find him before any more innocent bystanders are hurt means the team could be back under the Agency’s thumb.

It’s a burden that doesn’t rest easy on Jo’s shoulders...especially when the man who’s invaded her heart is caught in the crossfire.

Warning: Contains kick-ass super women, super men and a budding romance ready to go into orbit. Also, gambling and Las Vegas buffets!



Enjoy the following excerpt for Heroes Without, Monsters Within:

“Steve,” I yelled. “Protect the civilians.” I stayed in the air, not daring to let my feet touch the ground. Something was wrong with this attack. This was beyond what Lamarr could do. I just had to survive long enough to figure out what was going on.

“Yes, civilians.” Lamarr chortled. “Can’t let the little people get hurt now, can we?” He looked to one side and flicked his fingers. One of the large steel towers holding up part of the mammoth canopy overhead shifted, the bricks around the bottom of the support bursting like popped balloons.

“Son of a bitch.” I fired off double bolts from my hand as I charged the punk, alternating my shots. One electric bolt shattered the ground just in front of Lamarr, forcing him to stand up and retreat a step.

Steve leapt to his left, landing at the base of the support tower. He wrapped his mammoth arms around it and let out a rumbling groan as he embraced the tilting steel. The silver veins on his arms stretched and twisted, flowing over his skin with the neon lights bouncing off them.

A shout went out, a series of yelps. No, howls. I looked to my left to see a pack of mangy sandy-colored coyotes charging towards Lamarr, their yellowed teeth bared. They leapt up as I laid down another series of blasts, trying to cut off any retreat for the super without shooting the animals. Just one hit would affect him like a taser, short-circuiting his body and dropping the little bastard like a stone.

Of course, I had to hit him first. I swayed sideways, buffeted by strong gusts of wind that couldn’t be natural. It felt like being drunk and trying to shoot the target with the broken popgun at the carnival.

Steve groaned again as he pushed the leaning support down, jamming it past the original cement base. It wobbled for a second before steadying itself. It wasn’t a great solution, but it bought enough time for the rest of the civilians to get out of the way.

Lamarr crouched and pressed his right hand to the ground. A jerk of a finger yanked a stone wall out of the tiles to stop the coyote pack in mid-jump, the poor animals slamming into the barrier at full run. They fell in a dazed heap. One got to his feet and shook his head from side to side, mimicking my inner thoughts. A second later the coyote flew to the right and smashed into a display booth. Glass dragons and tigers crashed and shattered, the tinkling noise of broken glass adding to the mayhem.

Lamarr stood up and looked at me, a sneer on his lips.

“My ride’s here and my job’s done. Later.”

A roaring filled my ears. I spun around to see a small twister, a whirlwind racing down the center of Fremont Street towards me. It snatched up the vending carts, the loose billboards advertising CHEAP BLACKJACK, and garbage cans, whirling them around at a furious rate. Bits and pieces of debris crashed into the lit signs, poking out glass letters and sending sparks everywhere. The smell of burnt plastic grew as it continued its rampage.

“Steve.” I swooped down and grabbed the man’s right hand, pulling him up and away from the base of the pillar. The tower shuddered once but didn’t move. If we could get enough altitude and get clear of the buildings, we could avoid ramming the casinos. Steve had steel skin, but I knew I couldn’t take that sort of impact.

The raging winds slapped against me, making it hard to move upwards. I fought to stay in the center of the street, giving it all I had to avoid falling.

“What is that?” Steve yelled over the rising din.

“I don’t know.” I spotted the coyotes running away in all directions. Some limped and others were bleeding, but no bodies were left behind. I couldn’t imagine how guilty Peter would feel if some of them died.

Lamarr just stood there with an arrogant smirk on his face.

“He’s got something to do with this,” Steve said. His hand tightened around mine, almost painfully so. “Toss me at the little bastard.”

I nodded. We’d discussed this move before but hadn’t even practiced it, leaving it to later. Except that later was now, and there was no room for error. I fought to move forward and get closer to Lamarr. Steve swung at the end of my grip, readying himself to drop like a meteor on the super.

Lamarr glanced up at the approaching whirlwind with a look of reverence on his face. I lifted my other hand, preparing to take a shot at the grinning fool as I readied myself to release Steve.

Something caught me around the waist, a light soft touch that tightened to the point of pain, stopping me in midair. I gasped as I jerked to a stop, calling on my last reserves of strength to stay airborne. Steve hung below me, still clutching my hand.

“Son of a…” Steve exhaled as the unknown force turned us both to face the oncoming storm.

A figure materialized at the center of the spiraling debris, staring at us. She couldn’t have been more than twenty years old, if that. Tall, blonde and obviously able to manipulate air. Her face spiraled through a series of emotions—fear, panic and for an instant I saw utter confusion make a showing.

I had no idea who she was.

Except that she was a super and not on our side.

My stomach did a flip-flop, threatening to return the creampuff et al in force.

The invisible rope around my waist shifted upward, pushing on my chest. It tightened and started to spin us, quick and fast. I remembered going through something like this before, skating on the local rink and being at the end of a long, long line of skaters, going faster and faster until the momentum snapped me off and away into the boards with bone-crushing force.

I thought about putting down some shots, but there was no way to guarantee I’d hit the woman instead of fleeing tourists. I couldn’t take the risk. Instead, I gritted my teeth and hung onto Steve, my hand lost in his mammoth grip.

The controlled spin stopped with a loud pop, sending us twisting away towards the ground.

The world whirled again with the same sensation as on the skating rink, but I wasn’t going to hit any wooden boards and skid to a stop on a sore and cold ass. A pair of strong arms wrapped across my back, pulling me into a tight hug.

“Hang on,” Steve shouted in my ear as he curled himself around me. He smelt of cigar smoke, whiskey and a bit of sweetness I recognized as cinnamon candy, just before everything went black.
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Kiss your powers goodbye.



Kidnapping a super-powered suspected felon from a Vegas bachelor party is another day at the office for Jenny Ray, alias Temptress. With one kiss, any naughty supe’s powers are hers. Except this time she’s caught by her mark’s boss, who’s no ordinary superhero. 

It’s Thinktank, leader of the toughest hero crew around. One destroyed men’s room and near-toilet-drowning later, Jenny’s forced to steal an innocent hero’s powers. 

For a super brain, Tank’s feeling pretty idiotic. First, he let Jenny close enough to get to him. Second, he’s helpless against the tide of desire that rises in him every time he kisses her. Which he’s doing a lot, since she’s trying to give him back his power—only it’s not working. As he shadows her on her various freelance casino security jobs, he realizes she’s no she-demon—she’s a time bomb. Her acquired powers are shredding her, body and soul. 

As they give in to desire, a shadowy figure from Jenny’s past surfaces with a kidnapping plan of his own. Jenny will do anything—even level Las Vegas—to rescue the man she loves. But there may not be anything left of her when the dust settles. 



Warning: Contains high-stakes poker, high-end cocktails, and high-flying over Las Vegas skies. Never drink and fly!
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