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Chapter One

Belle

One of the girls in the corps de ballet eyed me as I shoved the last hunk of Devil Dog into my mouth, careful not to sprinkle chocolaty bits on my tutu. I licked my fingers and lifted an eyebrow. The girl sashayed away, joining a ring of dancers who whispered in my direction.

They were debutantes and East Side princesses, but I was playing Giselle, and I’d had a Devil Dog before every performance since my starring role in the Savannah Dance Cats production of Grandma Got Run Over by A Reindeer. Maybe I didn’t have a pedigree, but I’d worked harder than anyone.

And shouldn’t they all be used to me by now? I’d clawed my way to principal dancer years ago, but this was the role I’d dreamed of since I shoved myself into my first leotard.

No one was gonna put me off my snack cakes.

The ritual chocolate calmed some of the nerves. Anticipation hummed from the crowd in the auditorium and in the dancers’ nervous stretches. 

I closed my eyes and lifted en pointe, confident with the power in my legs. I’d sweated even more buckets than I’d cried to get here. It was my night.

“You ready, Belle?” Aaron strutted over in his tights and stage makeup, with a nervous-excited grin, like a guy in one of those male-enhancement commercials. It was his biggest principal role yet.

“As I’ll ever be. You?” My fingertips shook a little, but at least I looked composed.

Aaron pulled his leg back into a deep stretch. Sweat already beaded through his thick foundation. “Will be when the curtain goes up.”

“Your boyfriend’s waving.” One of the stage assistants gestured for Aaron, pulling a long-stemmed rose from behind his back. Aaron leapt past me and dove into a pre-performance kiss.

I kind of wanted to yak. It had been eight months since Daniel dumped me for a dancer of the more exotic variety, and eligible straight men were rarer than solos in professional ballet. The single ones dated incestuously through the company.

So not for me.

A bouquet of consolation carnations would’ve been a nice gesture from my family, but I’d be holding my breath ’til I was blue. They still hadn’t forgiven me for leaving home. Or maybe they had. We hadn’t spoken much in the last six years, so it was hard to tell. Either way, Giselle’s prop bouquet was the only one I’d get that mattered.

My career was everything.

“Position, Belle!” A stagehand passed me my silk flowers, and I took my place at the center of the stage.

I took a deep breath. This moment made up for everything I’d sacrificed.

It was like every performance before, and yet so much more as it hit me in bursts of sounds and images. The boom of applause as the curtain lifted and the blinding spotlight.

My body moved, and I was driving, but disconnected. The faces in the front row blurred as I leapt and twirled, harder, faster and with more grace than I’d ever had before. I was dancing on air, drawing the audience into Giselle’s innocent happiness with every bit of artistry I had.

The first act was almost over before I reconnected with reality. It was time for Giselle’s descent into madness.

The motions echoed deep in my soul. I’d never danced so well, but I wanted to do better. This performance had to be remembered forever.

When the stage started to shake, I thought it was my imagination. 

I threw my arms and body, feeling Giselle’s agony in my soul. The passion poured out my extended fingertips.

The corps girls screamed.

A whole row of them sprawled on the floor, their tutus tangled over their heads. It happened sometimes. One fell and took the others with her. But not on a professional stage. Not on my opening night. 

My anger flashed. Don’t look at them. I spun across the center of the stage, willing the audience’s gaze back to me in the spotlight.

As I twirled, the energy in my kick was palpable. Through the performance haze, I glimpsed my pointe slipper, arched with movement. Compressed air, or energy—something that didn’t belong—swirled from my toe to my ankle.

This isn’t right. I completed the twirl, and this time, the power flew out of me. Mirroring my spin, the force ricocheted into the set. Wood and metal cracked. The curtain rod snapped and dancers screamed as they tried to dodge velvet and showering splinters.

I whirled to the audience. My movement sent another wave to the lower balcony, and as the theater rumbled, a woman who’d been leaning with her opera glasses stumbled over the rail. A man caught her ankles, but her echoing scream sparked a full-scale panic. The audience stampeded. The crew fought to free trapped dancers.

At the center of the stage, I stood still. 

I’d clearly danced into a nightmare. It couldn’t be reality. 

Wisps of energy twirled around my fingertips. I shifted, easing my hands into first position. The simple movement built the power. Waves of it undulated until sweat ran down my back. It was like holding a tiny sun and all that energy had to go somewhere.

“Belle! What’s wrong with you?” Only Aaron dared to come close, his costume ripped at the sleeve.

“I can’t hold it.” As more of the power built, it would have to be released. But what was it? And why? I needed to do something, but all I could do was stand numb. The waves wobbled as my hands shook.

“Stop it.” Aaron reached for my arm. “Everyone’s—”

His fingertips touched my shoulder. I flinched. My hands lost position and a ball of energy shot off the stage.

The power tore through wooden planking and into the orchestra pit. A piano flipped, cellos flew, and when silence reigned again, obliterated sheet music floated down like snow.

“St-stay there.” Aaron backed away, his voice shaking. “Don’t move.”

I stared at my hands in horror. The waves of air quieted when I didn’t stir, but the damage spoke louder than I could ignore. The performance was ruined.

Giselle was ruined.

Maybe I was ruined.

Could the other dancers hate me as much as I hated myself?

I turned to face them as slowly as I could, fearing any buildup of momentum. My stomach dropped at the looks on the other dancers’ faces. This wasn’t hatred or jealousy—I knew those well. Their wide eyes were locked on me in terror.

Little loops of energy hovered around my fingertips. It looked like cheesy movie CG, but the hollow dread in my stomach said it was actually real. Last time I’d checked I wasn’t telekinetic, magical or super-powered.

So how am I doing this? Irradiated Devil Dogs?

Whatever I’d done, I’d managed to destroy everything that mattered to me.

A camera flash exploded behind me. Photographic evidence didn’t matter when the opening night performance was being filmed. My fireworks hadn’t damaged the mounted cameras, so everyone would see what I’d done.

And would ever let me onto a stage again?

It was worse than being hated or feared. If I couldn’t dance, who was I?

I ran.

Dancers dove out of my way as I crashed backstage. My footsteps were more like an elephant’s than a ballerina’s, crunching into wood and concrete wherever they fell, the force cracking the floor. I jammed my pointe shoes into a pair of warm-up boots, but I couldn’t be bothered with a coat. As I dashed out the stage door, I tried to figure out where I was going.

I should’ve stayed like Aaron told me, waiting to be handcuffed. It was the Metropolitan Opera House, for Christ sakes. Someone was gonna take me to jail for that.

What was I now? And what was I supposed to do?

The craving hit me hard, fast and totally inappropriate. 

Fried chicken.

My Devil Dogs aside, I hadn’t indulged in junk food in a decade. Salads and protein shakes built a better ballerina. If I was going to hell for what I’d done, I wanted one last taste of home.

The sidewalk shook underneath me, and I wasn’t near the subway. As I dashed for the market, havoc trailed behind me.

A bike rack flipped, pedestrians tumbled and traffic lights burst. I slowed. 

I can’t keep doing this.

No one else needed to get hurt. A brisk walk cracked the cement, but I could live with that.

Luckily for everyone, the market around the corner stocked my favorite Southern comfort foods. As soon I stepped through the automatic doors, the glass at the front of the store shattered. People ducked and screeched. The surveillance cameras rotated my way.

None of this was making my rap sheet any better.

A case of ready-to-eat foods stood closest to the door. I brushed away the glass and pulled out a tub of rotisserie chicken. It would have to do.

The floral section hadn’t broken to pieces, so I took a seat on the floor next to a bucket of bouquets. Guess I got my flowers after all.

As I picked apart the chicken with my fingers, I noticed the tears on my cheeks in a numb kind of way. I probably shouldn’t have a breakdown until I got back to my apartment.

Or was I already having one?



Red Ruin

The phone rang. Again.

I contemplated zapping it, but Angel opened the door before I could work up a charge. “You going to answer that, Ruin?”

“No.” Papers choked my desk, my e-mail flashed with incoming messages and there’d probably be another emergency meeting before anyone could leave the office for the night. I was a superhero, not some damned corporate monkey.

Disapproval glinted in Angel’s eyes. “It’s probably Tank.”

“If it’s not, I get to go home.”

“Deal.”

As soon as she said it, I knew I was wasting my time. “Hello?”

“Ruin.” Tank moved straight to business. “Need you to get uptown.”

Tiny sparks of red lightning crackled around my fingertips, but I tamped down my irritation. “What now?”

“You okay?”

The only good thing about Tank’s hiatus to Vegas was that he couldn’t read my mind over the phone. I was glad he’d found the super lady of his dreams and all, but he needed to get his ass back to New York. Vice-leader, or whatever I was, I was not cut out for this paperwork shit. Tank was the brains.

Before my lightning fried the phone, I pulled it back. “I’m fine.”

“Good. You’re on pickup duty.”

“Details?” At least it would get me the hell out of this office.

“Ballerina woke up some serious powers onstage about an hour ago. Go online and search Belle Fury. The Feds will send you the address where she’s holed up.”

“Super ballerina, huh?” I opened up my browser.

“Be easy on this. She’ll be spooked.”

“Will do.”

I hung up and got to searching. It didn’t take long. Her name was Belle Fabian, but the press had already dubbed her Belle Fury. The video made it easy to see why.

The girl had ripped apart the Metropolitan Opera House. I leaned closer to the screen, but the resolution wasn’t good enough to tell exactly what went down. Blurs of energy whirled from her arms and legs when she moved and everything around her crashed.

The press had linked to her article on Wikipedia. Great journalism there, but I clicked anyway. Belle was a legend. No one was debating whether she was the greatest dancer of her generation. People were asking whether she was the best dancer in history.

It was pretty damn impressive, but her life was on a 180 now that she had powers. 

Angel popped her head back into the office. The dark circles under her eyes were the only sign I’d ever seen that her super-brain was struggling. “The info from the FBI is in your inbox.”

“Thanks. You doing okay?”

“It’s so much harder without Tank.” Angel sighed. “I wish he’d get back.”

“You and me both.” Maybe Angel wanted him back for less platonic reasons, but he’d abandoned us both when he decided to stay in Vegas for Jenny.

“I’ll handle things while you’re out.” Angel whirled away.

Ignoring the million other unread e-mails, I clicked on the red-flagged one from our FBI contact. The NYPD had a perimeter around the local market where Belle was hiding out. They’d attached the live surveillance feed.

In puffy boots and a tutu, she gnawed at a chicken bone while she perused the chip aisle. Everyone else had cleared out with good reason. Packages exploded as she walked past, and a faint haze of artificial cheese dust hung in the air.

It was official. She’d snapped.

“Hey, Ru.” Thunder knocked on the doorframe. “Need a wingman?”

“You want in on the ballerina pickup?” I grabbed my jacket and a set of keys. “She got powers and turned crazy on the same day.”

Thunder scrolled through his phone on the way to the elevator. “This ruins my image of the poor girl.”

“You know her?”

“Everyone knows her.” Thunder lifted a hand to his forehead. None of us could ever tell if he was faking the flamboyance, and that was how he wanted it. “Damn. I’m soon to be the envy of the entire gay community and I’m not even wearing a tux.”

“Dude.” I rolled my eyes. “You’re wearing so many brands they should pay you royalties.”

“They do.” Thunder grinned and straightened his blazer’s lapels.

“What’s the girl’s story?” We stepped out of the elevator and into the parking garage.

“She’s a genius, but crazy driven. Bleeds ambition. If she can’t dance anymore…”

“We’re going to have a diva with a death wish on our hands.”

“Nah.” Thunder picked a set of keys from the rack. “She’ll probably just want to kill us for bringing the bad news.”

“Even better.” Instead of sharing a ride with Thunder, I headed for the row of motorcycles. We needed to get to Belle fast and diffuse things before her powers got out of control. With Friday night traffic, it would take forever by car. “I’ll go first and check things out. Back me up?”

“Race you.” Thunder patted the hood of his Maserati.

“Good luck with that.” I went for the fastest racing bike we had, and nothing about my baby was street legal. Nobody enforced the little things for superheroes.

“But, Ruin? Don’t fry the living legend.”

“I can handle one little ballerina.” I gunned the bike out of the building. 


Chapter Two

Belle

The responsible thing would be to surrender. I owed it to the few hundred people I’d just freaked out, and probably to the public in general, but when I peeked out of the market, a lot of guns came out of holsters.

“Please stay inside, ma’am.” A policeman’s voice crackled over his megaphone. “We’re sending someone in.”

I retreated to the bakery and licked the frosting off a few cupcakes before a wave of nausea ended my binge. Who were they going to send? A SWAT team? Or maybe a bomb robot?

I kept waiting for whatever this was to stop, but every time I twitched, something got destroyed. Whatever the power was, it had to be temporary, and if I were patient enough, it would disappear as quickly as it showed up to ruin everything.

Any minute now. 

“Hello?”

I jumped at the voice. I’d known it was coming, but my landing shook the building.

Expecting to see a team of big, burly men in Kevlar, I peered past a bushel of baguettes. Just one guy. 

I craned my neck and…sweet Jesus. 

He wore a leather jacket that fit like sin. Tanned, but not a Guido. Dark, styled hair, but not douchey. Like an actual person instead of the cover model-stereotype he should’ve been.

Someone was obviously using pheromones to take me down easy. Good thing I was covered in chicken drippings, frosting and powdered cheese. I always did know how to impress a man.

“Belle?” He stepped into the store.

“Unfortunately.” This was so not my shining moment. I should never have run. “In the bakery section.” And it was too late to hide all of the cupcakes I’d licked.

He approached with his hands open, like I was some startled animal. He couldn’t be a cop in those civilian clothes, but he had to be someone important. He was tailored in that understated money kind of way, and I got the vague sense I’d seen him somewhere before. A billboard?

“My name’s Ryan Lamborne.” He stepped forward again, all sincerity. “Most people know me as Red Ruin. I’m with the Manhattan Ten.”

Didn’t they sell upscale real estate? Or… “Wait. That superhero group?”

“That one.” He leaned against one of the bread racks. “We’d like to help you deal with what happened earlier.”

With what happened?

“You mean the part where I destroyed a landmark and blew the performance of my life?” It was Giselle for Christ’s sake. And who knew how many other dancers I’d taken down? It wasn’t enough to ruin my own career. I had to shatter a few other people’s lives while I was at it. 

No one would hire me again. Might as well become a stripper, or a call girl, or a sample pusher at the Food Lion.

“I know you’re upset,” Ryan, or Red Ruin, said. What kind of name was that? “You had no reason to think you’d develop powers, especially so la—” 

Powers? “Not possible.” Obviously, the market hadn’t destroyed itself, but this was a temporary thing. Maybe a curse from the dance gods.

“Why not?” He moved closer and held out his hand. Rings of red lightning jolted around his fingertips. “My power’s electrical.”

The color was the purest scarlet. “Can I touch it?”

“Go ahead.”

I brushed a fingertip against Ryan’s hand. It was warm and tingly, but more like a first kiss than an electric shock.

“On the tape it looked like you were manipulating kinetic energy while you danced. That’s why we need to—”

“But no one in my family—” 

“Listen.” Ryan’s lightning cut and he set his hand on my shoulder. “No one in my family had powers either, so I know how you feel. You might not want to believe it, but there’s no other explanation, is there?”

I squinted up at him. Those stellar hazel eyes were the last straw. “I’m almost positive you’re a hallucination.”

Expression flat, he picked up a cupcake and mushed it into my forehead. “Would you hallucinate that?”

My jaw dropped. “You did not just…” Scraping the mess away with one hand, I grabbed for a cupcake with the other, but as soon as the cake neared him, it evaporated in a puff of red lightning.

Ryan tsked. “You think it would be that easy?”

I would’ve started a full-on food fight, but an expensive car rolled through the broken doors and parked next to the cash registers. “Cavalry’s here.” A blond man in a blazer hopped out. “Though you two seem to be doing fine.”

“Belle, this is Thunder. He’s another one of the M-Ten.”

Thunder? My gaze flicked between them. “Shouldn’t your name be Lightning, then?”

Thunder chuckled and clapped Ryan’s shoulder. “How many times have I said that?”

Ryan rolled his eyes. “You just want to see me in a spandex sidekick outfit.”

“Damn straight.” Thunder’s grin lit his exquisite green eyes. “Don’t you too, Ms. Fabian? Loved you in La Sylphide, by the way.”

My mind fixated on Ryan in spandex, until the mention of ballet clicked. “You saw it in London?”

“The costumes were breathtaking. And not to throw anyone under the bus, but you totally upstaged that clown who played James. Who even cast him?”

“Right? He was such a d—”

Ryan cleared his throat. “Should we have a tea party? We’ve got scones right here.”

“Could we get out of the bakery?” All the shattered glass reminded me how badly I’d screwed up. I strode for the car.

Bad idea.

One stride and a wave of energy surged into Ryan and Thunder, knocking them into a display of soup cans. With a flash of lightning and a matching boom, they righted themselves, but the backlash from their powers collided with mine, sparking something like an accidental nuclear bomb.

The shockwave shot me back into the bakery, and I crashed into a display of snack cakes. Ow.

My body was already turning into a big bruise. Boxes spilled everywhere and a package of Devil Dogs tumbled off my head. 

I grabbed it. Spoils of war.

“You okay, Belle?” Ryan ran over, Thunder close behind him.

“I don’t think they’re going to let me shop here again.” Did markets blacklist people? If they did, I was going to be number one on the list.

The guys eased me out of the rubble, and I hugged the box of cakes to my chest. I shouldn’t move again. At all. Ever.

Ryan tossed Thunder his keys. “Take the motorcycle back. I’ll drive her.”

Thunder blew a kiss on his way out. “Try not to smash my car.”

“I’ll try.” But I couldn’t exactly promise.

“Let me,” Ryan said.

“Let you wha—” He swept my feet off the ground and carried me to the car like I weighed nothing. While he shifted me to open the car door, I pressed my forehead into his chest. “There’s frosting on your shirt.”

He chuckled and maneuvered me into the seat. “I probably deserve that.”

I reached for the seatbelt, but he beat me there and snapped me into place. Wasn’t I just made out of glass?

He shut the door and moved around the car. “Ready?”

“I guess.” I popped open my box of Devil Dogs, but I didn’t have the heart to unwrap one. I wasn’t hungry anymore.

“Take this.” Ryan stripped off his jacket and offered it to me.

“Thanks, but I don’t really—”

“Duck down and put it over your head.” Ryan looked over his shoulder as he backed the car out of the market. “There are about fifty news channels out there that want a shot of you.”

“Lovely.” I put my head between my knees and ducked underneath the jacket. 

I’d always wanted fame, but it was supposed to be on the stage. After today, I doubted that anyone was going to remember me for my dancing.



Red Ruin

I backed out into a sea of paparazzi and armed police. Thunder spoke with the officers in charge and waved as I maneuvered into the aisle they’d cleared to the street. With so many camera flashes, it was like driving in strobe light. 

Poor girl.

The M-Ten hadn’t been involved with any new supers since Ivory popped out of the tundra, and the press was going to have another collective orgasm. Belle was already fairly famous, and she’d picked a hell of a way to announce her powers. She’d have to be on house arrest until we got her under control. 

Thank God for the cops. They blocked the news vans from following us, giving us a few minutes before the second string picked up our tail. Or they’d all go straight to HQ and try to get their shots when we pulled into the garage. “We’re clear now.”

“Thanks.” Belle sat up, leaving my jacket draped around her shoulders. She pulled her feet onto the seat, curling her body into a ball. “I’m not usually like this.”

“It was a rough night.” I’d only seen the one video of her on stage, but it was enough to tell she oozed confidence. The Belle in front of me was battered, dirty and way too forlorn for such a beautiful woman.

“Why would I get powers?” She rested her head on her knees and squeezed her box of cakes.

“You’ve always had them. You just didn’t know.” And it was crazy rare that they took so long to develop. Most girls started showing at twelve or thirteen. Not many women got the news at twenty-five.

“I don’t know anything about this world.”

“I was fifteen when my powers acted up.” At the time I was thrilled I could blow shit up, so I’d never experienced the loss that Belle was feeling. “I grew up in Washington State, and no one within a few hundred miles ever got powers before. Do you know how it works at that age?”

“No idea,” Belle said.

“Well, they tried to have high schools for superkids, but after the third one got obliterated, it was obvious we need to be kept apart until we stabilize. I was a huge fish in a farm-town pond and I had no idea I’d mean nothing to the other supers when I got to college.”

“What do you mean?”

How to explain? I’d been the shit in Washington—the guy everyone wanted a piece of, because I was going to be rich and famous and save the world. “Families who have the super genes can be crazy snobs, but they train their kids from birth. When I started at UCLA, I was eighteen years behind everyone and the politics were insane.”

“Great.” Belle’s dark hair had fallen out of its bun, and as miserable as she looked, she couldn’t be anything less than sexy.

“You’re better off. You get to skip the politics and deal with this as a grown woman instead of a confused kid.”

“I’m sorry that happened to you.” 

I shrugged. “If I can deal with it, you can.”

“Can’t I just get rid of this?” Belle asked. “Powers don’t fit in my life.”

“Not happening. They’re more a part of you than you realize.” Jenny—Temptress—came to mind. She could take away Belle’s powers, but I wasn’t suggesting that. No one would volunteer to lose their abilities after they knew how amazing this life could be. Belle would realize that after she adjusted. Even if she didn’t, it was never a good idea to sacrifice a part of yourself. For good or bad, the powers were hers.

“Thanks, Mr. Voice of Wisdom.” 

Belle stayed silent after that, which wasn’t a good idea. She needed to talk out a lot more of this. Tension would only cause another surge of energy.

“So you dance?”

“A little bit.” She rolled her eyes.

Batting zero today. “I don’t know much about ballet. Ballroom dancing’s okay.”

“You can ballroom dance?” That perked Belle up.

“Barely. My mom owns a studio, so naturally she forced me into classes.” And there went my macho reputation.

“Now you’re trying to make me jealous. I had to fight Mama to dance. She thought I’d turn into one of those uppity rich girls.” Belle sagged. “Guess I got the uppity part down.”

“Not the rich part?”

She gave a bitter laugh. “You dance for love, not money.”

We chugged through the stop-and-go traffic in silence. How would Belle react if she really couldn’t dance again? With more pyrotechnics?

“What about you?” Belle stared at my profile. “I know you have powers, but I never understood what you hero guys do all day.”

Now it was my turn to get bitter. “Paperwork.”

“Really? I don’t follow the hero gossip much, but I thought it was all crime fighting and partying.”

“I wish.” And it had been once, when Angel and Tank had their super brains on task. Now that I was running the show, things weren’t so smooth. “We have teams working cases, but it’s not as glamorous as you’d think.” Especially lately. After Tank shacked up with Jenny the Temptress, there’d been so much fallout it made my lightning surge. 

It was not cool to find out there’d been a shadow crime organization on your turf for years. Now that their boss was out of his powers—again, thanks to Jenny—the cockroaches were skittering. We’d apprehended most of the bad guys, but there were still a million loose ends to follow. And who had to clean it all up?

That’s right—I did. “Really not glamorous.”

“So you’re the boss?” 

“Until the real one comes back from Vegas.”

She hmphed. “Gambling problem?”

A laugh slipped through my lips. Tank? The man was an iron wall of integrity. “Wait until you meet him.”

She sank deeper into the jacket. Girl was so tiny her whole body squeezed in there. “What do we do about all of this? I mean, I know I’m in trouble, but how much? What do I…” Belle scrunched her eyes.

“No trouble.” I had to reassure her. I’d fried more than a few cell phones in fits of rage, but damaged gadgets were nothing compared to what I’d done coming into my powers. The electric company never figured out why they’d blown so many transformers that year. Until Belle learned to use her new abilities, every time she moved too fast there’d be carnage. “Really. No one was hurt, and the M-Ten will take care of whatever repairs need to happen. People are forgiving with new supers, and considering who you are, you’re golden.”

“You’re regular philanthropists.”

“Just trying to help.” At least she was thinking rationally and starting to work through some of her questions. We had a lot more unpleasant topics left to cover. Later. One step at a time.

The main thing was to get to home base without any fatalities. 


Chapter Three

Belle

I couldn’t tell if the car ride lasted for seconds or years. All I could do was stare out at the traffic and pull Ryan’s jacket tighter. The scent of his cologne was the only thing keeping me grounded.

Nothing about this was me. I wasn’t supposed to be a psychopath, and I certainly didn’t sit and cry about my problems. Not that I was crying yet, but my throat tightened with that awful feeling that said I was close.

I was starting to understand my new reality, and almost confident I wouldn’t snap again. Running from the stage hadn’t been my smartest move, but it was better than dealing with the fact that I might not be able to—

No. Not going there.

Instead, I snuck looks at Ruin. Ryan. I couldn’t use the superhero name when he was being so nice.

I could stare at him forever. Guys that looked like that tended to know it, and I’d fallen for those entitled assholes before. Ryan seemed…real. It wasn’t the time to be checking him out, but if my life was going to collapse around me, I was damn sure going to enjoy the eye candy.

“You might want to duck down again.” The block was choked with spectators and cameras.

“Right.” I crouched, shielding myself with Ryan’s jacket. Was my getting powers really so newsworthy? There were bombs going off in other corners of the world. Why were they wasting their time on the crazy ballerina?

The car tipped forward as we started going down a ramp.

“We’re good,” Ryan said.

We descended into a sprawling underground parking garage. We’d either reached our destination or Ryan had stopped off at some exclusive exotic car dealership. The garage was all candy-red hoods and chrome.

“We’ll head upstairs and get you settled.”

“I’d settle for a shower.” I’d been sweating before all of the debris started flying. Now I looked like a hobo, and the frosting crusting my hair wasn’t doing anything for my state of mind.

“Angel will take care of everything. She’s the lovechild of Martha Stewart and a supercomputer.”

“That’s a good thing?”

“She keeps the team in line.” Ryan came around to my door. “You okay to walk?”

“I think I can manage that much.” I wasn’t an invalid. Just a danger to the property.

Ryan stepped into the elevator. I took it slow, easing in behind him. If I pictured a bomb strapped to my chest, it was easy to move in a steady rhythm. I managed to get inside, but it’d wear my nerves to the nub if I had to stay this way.

The doors pinged open on the third floor and the sea of cubicles was the last thing I’d expected to find in a superhero headquarters. Even on Friday night, a few workers milled around. “You work here?”

“And live upstairs. This way.” He led us to the wall of larger offices. I glossed over the nameplates as we walked. Thinktank had the corner office, but the one for Red Ruin wasn’t much smaller. Then Panther, Thunder, Steel. Were they naming these guys from a list of men’s fragrances?

“Angel,” Ryan said.

My sudden stop popped the closest florescent bulbs. The woman was gorgeous, with luscious black hair, but I had to wonder if she was part cyborg. No fewer than ten computers surrounded her C-shaped desk, and she was definitely watching all of them at once. “Sorry about the lights.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Angel slid back her chair. “It’s so nice to meet you, Belle.” She extended for a handshake but pulled it back before I moved. “Sorry. Better not chance it.”

“Which penthouse will she be in?” Ryan asked.

“Ah.” Angel’s gaze shifted. “I haven’t prepared one.”

“You forgot?” Ryan blinked. “How could you…”

Who cared if the poor woman couldn’t remember everything? “It’s not a big deal. I—”

“No.” Angel frowned. “I don’t forget things. I can’t forget things.”

“So where should we put her?” Ryan asked.

That irritated me a lot more than Angel’s slip. Like I was a stray they needed to keep in the mudroom until they could find me a good home.

Angel took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When they opened again, it was like she’d found her misplaced coat of authority. “Right. I’ll get a space ready for her, but given the situation, you two need to keep close for training. You’ve got the stadium to yourselves all day tomorrow. Do you mind staying in Ruin’s spare bedroom tonight, Belle?”

“My—” Ryan coughed.

“Only because he seems so excited about it.” He tensed, and I wondered what he was keeping in there. Probably dirty sports equipment and old Playboys. Shame, shame.

“Wonderful.” Angel slid back to her desk. “I’ll get some things sent over from your apartment.”

“Thanks.” It only then occurred to me that I was walking through their business offices in my stage costume, but apparently they didn’t sweat the dress code.

Ryan trudged us back to the elevator and punched the button for the eighth floor. When the doors opened, I had another post-ride surprise. It wasn’t a hallway. The whole floor was his apartment. 

I priced real estate as well as any New Yorker. Midtown penthouses were for multi-millionaire moguls and celebrities. And apparently superheroes. “How many of you guys live here?”

“Ten or eleven at the moment. We’re called the Manhattan Ten, but the number’s more formality than anything. The roster’s varied from six to fifteen since the organization was founded.” 

Ryan showed me into the living room. “You need anything?”

A lifeline would be great. “Some water?”

“Sure.” He bustled into his gourmet kitchen, leaving me with the floor-to-ceiling bank of Manhattan skyline. The leather couches, flat screens and full bar screamed bachelor pad, but everything was tasteful. The man even had coasters.

“Here you go.” Ryan handed me glass.

I took a sip. “This is giving me some major apartment envy.”

“Comes with the job.” He shrugged.

Right. My professional dancer’s salary barely got me a shoebox in Manhattan while all these heroes were getting comped million-dollar views. 

“Let me show you around.” Ryan gave me the tour, and it was like walking through my own dream house. Claw-foot bathtub? Check. Huge closets? Check. Oh, and heated floors? Check, check. We finally made it to the guest room. “This is where you’ll be staying.” Ryan flicked the light switch.

I’d been expecting the same dark tones and leathers as the rest of the apartment. This was…pink. The bed had a fluffy down comforter and a wrought-iron headboard. A makeup table sat in the corner and the most feminine chandelier ever hung from the ceiling in a cascade of crystal. I lifted an eyebrow.

“My sister visits.” Ryan shrugged again.

“You’re just the cutest superhero ever, aren’t you?” 

“Ouch.” Ryan ran fingers through his hair.

Yes, you are. Probably the sexiest too, but the qualities weren’t mutually exclusive. I stripped off his jacket and handed it back so he’d have something to cover those forearms. I was not allowed to jump him. Or really to jump at all in such an expensive place.

“I think I’ll just shower and go to bed.” It was late, and it had been a long day of stage prep before I destroyed my life.

“We’re training tomorrow. Come downstairs whenever you’re ready.”

“So…next year?” Everything was moving way too fast.

“Tomorrow, next week, next year. Whenever you’re ready.”

“Thanks.” Maybe I’d hibernate a few weeks under the down comforter. “Goodnight.” 

“Night.” Ryan closed the door. Bonus points to him for not showing me his own bedroom. I didn’t need a stage for any more fantasies.

Tossing my robe, I headed for the en-suite bathroom. Thank the Lord for steam showers. 

I let the water burn my shoulders and melt my tension away. As I stretched out my shoulders, a mini-wave of energy shot loose, knocking over the soap bottles and vibrating the glass door.

Train wreck.

I wanted to believe that this was all fake. Anytime now, my psychotherapist would snap and say what a productive hypnotism session we’d had. I’d say it was a dream, but my brain wasn’t this creative. 

Either I’d get rid of the powers or I’d put on my big-girl panties and start training. Somehow, I’d get back where I wanted to be.

I would do it. If I could fight my way to the top once, I could do it again.

After I toweled off, I crawled into bed. Down comforters were the best things for a wounded soul. I just prayed I didn’t take up sleepwalking.





Red Ruin

I couldn’t sleep. Every time Belle rolled over, the wall between us shook. 

Angel was really losing it. How could putting Belle in my guest room ever be a good idea?

I was treating her like glass and tiptoeing around, doing anything I could to keep her from going off again. That was why Tank handled new supers. It was nothing for him to cut off someone’s powers. Belle would’ve been no danger to herself or anyone else if he’d just get his ass back here.

It was too late to call…but no, it wasn’t, was it? Vegas was three hours earlier than us. I grabbed my phone from the nightstand.

The ringer went on and on. I was probably interrupting date night.

Finally, he picked up. “Ruin. How’d it go?” Tank cleared his throat.

Guy never did that. I’d definitely interrupted, and it had to be some kind of man code violation, but some of us had shit to accomplish. “Hey, brother. Brought her in. She’s sleeping it off, but we’re going to be dealing with some major emotional blowout over here.”

“You can handle it.” Jenny’s laugh rang in the background. Glad he was taking this seriously.

“I’m managing, but the girl’s a force of nature. If you don’t come back we’re looking at property damage.”

“Even if I were there, you’d be point on this. You’re the best one to level with her.”

“Right.” Maybe the sexcapades were melting his brain. “The dude with lightning can level with her better than the mind reader can?”

“You’re irritated.” That perked him up. “You into her?”

“That’s the point. She’s fucking hot and she’s sleeping in my guest room. You try not to be irritated.”

“Didn’t Angel—”

“Dude. Angel’s more twisted than I am. You know something’s wrong when her überbrain starts forgetting things.”

“I’ll call her in the morning.”

“Yeah. And maybe try not to have Jenny giggling in the background when you do.”

“Ryan.” He spoke in leader mode, sounding more like my dad than my former college roommate. “You’re the only one of us who really understands what she’s going through. My suppressing her powers won’t help her adjust to her new life, and you’re fully capable of helping her with the control. Still, I’ll get on a plane if you think it’s necessary.”

Damn it. He would too. Then I’d be the asshole who couldn’t handle the responsibility and ruined the only vacation Tank had ever taken in his life. “I can probably hang on. I’ll call if it gets out of hand.”

“I owe you one.”

“Not really.” He’d saved my ass enough times I’d be in debt ’til we both retired.

“It’s only a week. I’ll be back in time for Pan and Ivory’s wedding.”

“Sooner would be fine too.”

“Later, Ryan.”

“Later.” I tossed the phone. I couldn’t begrudge Tank his time away. Count on him to flip me from pissed to feeling like a letdown in three seconds. 

The wall rocked again and something crashed. Might as well go check on her.

“Belle?” I whispered as I opened the door.

Well, shit.

The table lamp lay shattered, but Belle hadn’t woken. She lay tangled in the sheets, and she hadn’t bothered with a nightie.

You’d never guess how short she was with those long dancer’s muscles curving from heel to thigh. And that ass was a masterpiece. My eye followed lines made by God himself, over her hips and slender shoulder blades to the cascade of dark tangles that wet her pillow. The shadowy curve of her breast was just out of sight.

My whole body hardened.

Belle moaned in her sleep and started to roll over. The noise hit me straight in the groin and I pulled the door closed before I got another eyeful. It rattled in its frame as Belle’s energy hit the other side.

Leaning against the wood, I tried to cool down. I’d always been a sucker for dancers, and with Mom’s studio, they’d always been around. Belle was on a whole new level.

I would’ve felt for anyone in her situation, but something about the strength in her caramel brown eyes tugged at me. She’d taken a huge blow and freaked out for a while, but she wasn’t giving up.

Now wasn’t the best time to go after her. Sex plus wild powers equaled disaster every time. I’d had enough of my teenage make-out sessions interrupted by house fires to remember that. 

If we hooked up, we’d probably tear the building down.

Instead of toughing it out with her nighttime moans, I headed downstairs to the office. Paperwork was just what I needed.


Chapter Four

Belle

When I woke, I stretched so luxuriously my headboard rattled. Right.

Welcome back to reality.

I belted on my robe and peeked into the apartment. “Hello? Ryan?” He’d said to come downstairs when I was ready, so I hoped he was busy at the office. I really didn’t want him there while I raided his closet.

I knocked on the closed door. When he didn’t answer, I figured it was safe.

Rumpled sheets covered a massive king-sized bed, but rather than let my imagination take over, I moved to the closet. As soon as the double doors opened, I lost my breath.

Tall mirrored cabinets and an army of custom shelves ran from floor to ceiling. It was a socialite’s dream, and it couldn’t have been more wasted. Ryan had maybe thirty hangers worth of clothes and that gorgeous custom shoe cabinet had five—count them—five pairs of footwear.

“Honey, you don’t know what you’re doing.” I gave a wistful sigh and dove into his drawers. He needed a woman, and fast.

I unearthed a pair of sweats with a drawstring and the most shrunken T-shirt I could find. Unfortunately, unless he’d stashed some ex’s panties, I was going commando today. Braless was fine since I didn’t have much there anyway, but I hated going without undies. It was one thing in a sexy dress, but in sweatpants? Ick.

One of the many convenient mirrors confirmed that I looked like a little boy, drowning in Ryan’s clothes, but there was no helping it. I took a deep breath, inhaling the subtle cologne ingrained in the clean shirt.

I grabbed an orange from the bowl of fruit on Ryan’s countertop and headed for the office. At least it’d be empty on a Saturday.

Well, it should’ve been.

The doors opened to cubicle chaos. People bustled everywhere with file folders and cell phones. The mix of chatter and ringing phones hit me like a roar. This was the weekend?

I caught a few looks on my way to Ryan’s office, but no one stared. They were probably too busy for it. Most of the lights in the hero offices were off. Panther’s were on, but I glimpsed a long set of female legs through the panel of glass. Maybe they were doing a different kind of business?

Ruin’s door was open, so I knocked on the frame. “Morning.”

“Morning.” He didn’t look away from his e-mail, so I took a seat on the sofa in the corner and started peeling my orange. I’d be committed to my “training” once it started, but until then I could stall.

“Did you—” Ryan cut off. “Why are you wearing my clothes?”

“Sorry.” I dumped part of the orange peel into the basket. “It was either this or a bath robe.”

“It’s okay. But your stuff didn’t come?” He picked up his phone. I popped an orange segment into my mouth. “Yeah, Angel? When are… Today? Promise? Fine.”

He rubbed his temples. “Someone’s bringing your things over later.”

Tired circles hung under Ryan’s eyes, and he had that glazed look like he’d been staring at the computer screen for hours. “So this is what hero work looks like in real life?”

“You don’t know how much I wish someone would rob a bank right now.” He pushed back his chair. “Coffee. Then we’ll figure out your training.”

As we passed Angel’s empty desk, I caught the picture on one of her monitors. She had it playing news, and apparently that still meant me.

The sound was down, but the headline jumped right out. Belle Fury, Super Ballerina!

“Super ballerina?” The half-eaten orange in my hand exploded, spraying juice everywhere. “I can’t…”

The coverage scrolled through a litany of speculations. What would I be able to do with my dancey-powers? Would I fight crime in a tutu? 

Like everything I’d ever done had been in pursuit of my new job as a punch line. I was an internationally acclaimed dancer, but no one cared how many shows I’d starred in now that I was a hero. Because wasn’t it soooooo much more important to entertain people with the very idea of me?

“Belle!” Ryan grabbed my shoulder. “Relax.”

The monitors shook and the lights flickered as waves of power shimmered off of me. “Would it make your day better if I trashed a news station?” Or I could rob a bank. I needed to do something.

“Come with me.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me to the elevator.

The physical contact helped me focus. As energy built, I concentrated it into his hand. Red lightning sparked between us, but it didn’t hurt. It tingled like a caress.

“That’s some power.” Ryan squeezed my hand. “Do that, though. I can channel it better than you can.”

I sent him another jolt and he sucked in a breath. Lightning sparked all the way up to his shoulder and the elevator’s lights flickered, but we weren’t in freefall, so that was good. Did it feel the same to him as it did to me? It was like his fingertips stroking up and down my arm.

We went past the garage levels, down to the building’s basement, and the ride was taking too long. Way too long.

The basement was more of a cavern. Ryan pushed me out into a massive underground dome. It had a few bunker windows along the edges and some target-looking things in the middle of the huge space.

“Have at it.” When he let go, my energy surged. 

“At what?” Swirls danced up and down my arms and I wasn’t even moving.

“Destroy some stuff. You’ll feel better.” 

That was a plan.

I sprinted to the middle of the dome. My blood would boil if I didn’t purge the tension from my system.

So far, I’d been too afraid to test what I was up against, but now I needed to work it out. As my arms and legs pumped, whorls of compressed energy danced around my body. They looked like waves of heat on pavement or the liquidy air that spat out of jet engines.

A row of those plastic torso men for boxing—or whatever—lined up nearby. Punching just wasn’t going to cut it.

Already barefoot, I swung my right leg into a quick fouletté, using the aggressive kick to bring my left leg en pointe and execute a pirouette. A massive boom sounded. 

It was only one spin before I came down to balance, and every one of those plastic armless bastards was on his back. The energy still whirled from my hands, so not even my mega kick was enough to get rid of it all. 

Keeping my feet planted on their line in first position, I lifted my arms into my port de bras. Instead of going for grace, I focused on aggression and sending the energy out with each change in position.

Nothing happened until second position, when my rounded arms opened out. Jets of energy hit the walls on either side of me. Third and fifth positions worked the best, sending gusts to the ceiling. When I lowered my arms to finish, I glared at the fallen dummies and sent the power their way. The wave crashed and they skittered for the wall. They probably weighed twice what I did and I could toss them like tumbleweeds.

My chest heaved. I stood still, not quite sure if I could believe it all.

“Better now?” Ryan crossed the floor. 

“I don’t know.” At least I didn’t think I was going to explode anymore, but better was relative. I didn’t feel anything close to normal.

“We’ll have to work on your aim.” He righted one of the few dummies that hadn’t been tossed across the room. “Your broad motions are great, but I think you’ll be more efficient if you can zero in on a target.”

As Ryan lifted his arm, lightning arced between his fingers. He aimed for the dummy, and the scarlet flash almost blinded me. When the thunder and smoke cleared, a smoldering crater sank into the dummy’s forehead.

“Do me a favor and don’t point that thing my way.”

Ryan smiled, and my breath quickened. I really hadn’t appreciated how deadly he was. Or how gorgeous. God, those eyes. He was turning into this lethal bad boy/farm boy cocktail, and I wasn’t one to resist a good drink.

“Let’s try something.” He took my hand and held it tight. “Work some energy and try to funnel it through me the way you did in the elevator.”

If we were funneling things through each other, I had some better suggestions, but I kept them to myself. “How do I build up the energy if I’m just standing here?”

“You tell me.” Ryan’s shrug carried down my arm, sparking a twinge of power.

I had to flap my free arm like a deranged bird, but the swirls of motion appeared. I focused on Ryan’s warm hand. Go there.

The power surged through me and into him. Suddenly, holding hands was a lot more than physical. My world narrowed to the point where my motion met his lightning and I could feel Ryan. His power. His incredible focus and the strength of his will. He aimed and fired a blast of our combined energies.

It was twice the explosion as before, and this time I could almost see it through Ryan’s eyes. He controlled the lightning down to the smallest vibration and it probably hit exactly where he wanted it.

“Wow.” I didn’t bother to let go. Instead I tried to seal the memory into myself. That’s what I need to learn. Until I reached the same Zen level, I wasn’t getting back to my real life.

“No kidding.” Ryan was the one who pulled away. “I don’t know who’s amplifying who, but we could take over a country if we wanted.”

“Definitely England.” I flexed my fingers, trying to dissolve the feel of him. “I can be the next queen.”

“I don’t do coups before lunch.” Ryan stretched his arms, drawing my gaze to the flex of powerful shoulders. “I’m going up there.” He pointed to the only set of stairs around. “To hit my inbox. For now, work some things out without me on your back. Figure out how the motions feel and see what you can do. I’ll check on you in a few.”

“Deal.” I waited for him to get upstairs and shut the door before I let loose any pyrotechnics. Once he was out of the danger zone, I took a deep breath and lifted en pointe.

Let’s see what I can do.





Red Ruin

So much for the inbox. I didn’t even get the stadium’s office computer booted. Instead, I stood glued to the window with no will to walk away.

Belle danced like a woman possessed, and every move she made took my breath away. It was like ropes lifted her from the ceiling. No other dancer could jump that high, moving like the air supported her. I’d watched enough student dancers to know the difference.

Even swimming in my sweatpants, she looked like a feather on the wind. How could so much raw power be that graceful?

And power she had. Blasting those dummies was nothing compared to what she’d do when she had control.

With that much firepower, Belle should’ve come into her abilities a long time ago. She must’ve been fueling her dance with it for years. Now she’d broken the seal and I couldn’t imagine her dancing without reaching into the reserve.

Sure, I could help her control the accidental destruction, but there was no way she could do ballet without summoning the forces.

She didn’t seem to realize what that meant yet. Belle worked through her repertoire like the pro she was, perfecting each jump and hand movement until the energy around her smoothed into concentric circles. They were beautiful, but they weren’t going away.

Belle fully thought of her powers as something to overcome, and she was throwing everything she had at that goal. Most people would kill to be super—and bask in all the attention and perks that came with the powers. I’d been a cocky prick, thinking I was king of the universe until UCLA kicked my ass.

Here Belle was, getting her life turned upside down and refusing to back down. I doubted she’d given a thought to what she could get out of her powers and all the press attention.

Kind of fucking impressive.

When she finally collapsed onto the floor, her ribcage heaving, it was time to stop gawking. My shoulders cracked. How long had I been staring?

I checked my phone and winced. Almost lunchtime and I hadn’t accomplished anything I was supposed to. Even if I’d only been watching, training another super was full-time work.

Belle still lay there breathing. Her T-shirt—my T-shirt—hiked over her ribs and the oversized pants dipped low on her hips. She glistened with sweat. Whether it was her position or all that exposed skin, I was fully prepared to drop down there with her.

“Finish your work?” Belle gazed through her lashes.

“Nope.” Before I fell on her, I offered Belle a hand up. “Lunch?”

“Might as well.” She grabbed my hand and it was nothing to swing her into the air.

Her motion sparked a swirl of energy, but she channeled it into her foot where a little kick dispersed the waves. “I guess I’m getting used to it.”

“You’re getting it. We’ll keep practicing.” And we’ll get you some clothes that don’t show everything. “What do you want?”

“So much pulled pork. And sweet tea.” She patted her stomach. “If I don’t have to squeeze my ass into a leotard, I’m eating what I please.”

That shot me all kinds of visuals. I turned my back on Belle and headed to the elevator before she came up with any more temptations. “You know a place?”

“Daisy May’s. They’ll deliver.”

“On it.” I pulled out my phone as we stepped into the elevator.

“Get some bourbon peaches too.” Belle stretched her arms over her head. As the T-shirt pulled, it was obvious she wasn’t wearing a bra. She was actually trying to kill me.

“And creamed corn—”

“You order for both of us.” I tossed her the phone. “I’ll pick up the tab.” That shit was getting expensed along with a whole new wardrobe for Belle. Seeing her in my clothes reminded me too much of a morning after when we hadn’t had the main event.

Yet.


Chapter Five

Belle

Hanging with superheroes wasn’t so bad. After such a draining workout, I needed comfort and a Manhattan-Ten delivery address got my pulled pork to Ryan’s office within fifteen minutes. The delivery guy must’ve stolen someone else’s order and teleported across Midtown. Maybe supers worked in the food industry too.

Not that we saw the delivery guy. A swank attendant brought our basket up from the lobby.

Lying on Ryan’s office couch with bourbon peaches on my chest and a straw in my mason jar of sweet tea, I managed to stay tethered. He nibbled at the ribs I’d ordered for him, but his glazed, overstressed look was back.

Good thing he was occupied. He wouldn’t see my brain unlacing.

I could control the power. I wasn’t there yet, but even one all-out dance session had made a difference. Eventually I’d be able to direct my energy wherever I wanted.

I just couldn’t get rid of it.

Given time, I could probably stamp the power out of the smaller movements like my port de bras and barre work. Those little motions were more grace and muscle memory than oomph.

The jumps would be the death of me. Like a grand jeté? How was I supposed to do a midair split without using everything I had? 

I’d felt the truth as soon as I focused. It wasn’t so much the dance summoning the power. I’d pulled it from inside myself to fuel the dance.

I could still perform as long as I did it someplace like the stadium, which was clearly built to stand up to abuse from supers. Give me a wooden stage and I’d crash through the boards and become the first dancer in history to literally knock the audience out of their seats.

Maybe, maybe, I could harness it. If I could use the power to do things that other dancers couldn’t, then I could still make it work somehow.

I jammed another spoonful of peaches into my mouth. I was gonna need the real bourbon after this.

And a hell of a lot of distracting.

Ryan cursed at the computer screen. That man could distract me anytime he wanted. 

I put down the peaches and tilted onto my side. “Trouble?”

“Your things are here.” He glanced at me around his monitor. “But Angel moved you into my apartment.”

“Oh?” This was going to be…interesting.

“Apparently she spoke with our fearless leader this morning. He thinks I’ll have a positive effect until you’re fully in control. I’m not sure about that, but I want to be close in case the power slips.”

Staying near Ryan was fine, but I couldn’t stare at his shoulders all day. At least not every day. “So I just follow you? And then I do what, once I’m in control?” I had to be under serious probation at the studio, so even if things got magically better right now, I had nowhere to go.

“Focus on training and we’ll figure the rest out as we go.” Ryan looked away from the screen and met my gaze. “I’m going to help you through this.”

Warm fuzzies danced in my stomach. No one ever helped me. Everything I’d ever done, I’d had to fight alone. And it wasn’t like Ryan had tons of free time to pick up strays. 

“Thank you.” If I put in technique and combined the power training with my regular routine, how many hours could I do before I danced myself into the ground? I’d test it. I wouldn’t be able to worry about the future if I was sweating blood. “Can you get me a barre?”

“Make a list of whatever you need and Angel will get it.” Ryan cracked his knuckles. “And you’re welcome to stay with me, but I don’t want you to feel like this is a corporate job shadow. You shouldn’t leave the building, but you can roam around.”

I doubted many corporate citizens looked like Ryan, but I didn’t want to keep him from his work, especially if I was going to be imposing on his apartment. I tossed my garbage and took my mason jar to go. “Thanks for lunch. See you later?”

“Later.” He finally met my gaze, and I didn’t think I was imagining a flash of heat. I shivered. Could it be later now?

It wasn’t the best time to get involved with a man, but Ryan wasn’t going anywhere. He was my lifeline until I got my head on straight, and I was glad to have him. Someone who grew up expecting to develop powers wouldn’t know what it was like to have your life derailed. 

I headed to Angel’s desk. Her circle of monitors was on and firing, but she was nowhere to be found. I poked my head over the nearest cubicle. “Sorry. Have you seen Angel?”

The girl sloshed her coffee. She was more wide-eyed than I’d expected in this kind of nonstop work deal. Did superhero organizations have college internship programs?

“Roof.” She blotted the spill with a tissue. “Lunchtime yoga.”

“Thanks.” I headed for the elevator and made my first stop Ryan’s apartment. Boxes of my stuff were heaped in the entryway. I winced and grabbed the one on top. I’d never lived with a guy before and this made it seem like I was nesting instead of visiting. If it annoyed him, I’d get out, but for now I wanted to stay close. If I had another episode, Ryan was the only one I trusted to channel my powers to safety. 

He made things a lot safer.

I set the box down on the guest bed. My clothes already hung in closet. That made me uncomfortable. I’d done whole shows in London without unpacking my suitcase. It felt way too permanent, seeing all my hangers lined up the same way they’d been at home. I lived like a transient, always on tour and always looking forward to the next show.

Now there was no next show. 

Ditching the sweaty borrowed clothes, I dug out some leggings, a bra-tank and a wrap sweater. I had a few pairs of my custom pointe shoes, but I’d burn through them pretty quick if I trained full strength. Powers would probably speed that up. Maybe Angel could get the rest from the studio. I doubted anyone there wanted to see my face.

Someone had rescued my purse, and my cell phone was plugged into its charger on the nightstand. No way I was ready for that. As long as I was living in penthouses and hanging with heroes, the real world was far, far away, and that was how it needed to stay.

Slinging two pairs of pointe shoes over my shoulder, I headed for the roof. As soon as I stepped outside, I wished I’d worn something heavier than the sweater. It was freezing outside.

And…snow? In April?

Angel and another woman bent deep into downward dog. When they dropped, moving into cobra and stretching their backs, icicles sprouted from the woman’s fingertips.

Was this some new thing? Like the hipster version of hot yoga?

The one with the icicles spotted me as the two of them made it back to their feet. “We’ve a guest, Angel.”

“Belle.” Angel grabbed her water bottle. “I should’ve introduced you to the team sooner. This is Ivory.”

“Very nice to meet you.” Ivory flipped her sheet of platinum hair over her shoulder with a flurry of snowflakes. She was more than a foot taller than me and Photoshop-gorgeous. The Nordic version of an Amazon.

We shook hands, hers being ice cold and extremely firm. “Glad to meet you too.”

“You’re training with Ruin?” Ivory tipped her head to the sky, and the last few snowflakes settled. That must be fun.

“Trying to. It’s gonna take a while.”

“I have to get back.” Angel grabbed her towel. “Stay. Chat with Ivory. She’s the girl to talk to about power control.”

“I wanted to ask you about…” But Angel was already waving on her way downstairs. So much for my barre. 

“She’s distracted.” Ivory stretched her fingers, flicking shards of ice. “That’s no easy thing to fix, with a mind like hers.”

“Ryan, er, Ruin, said something like that.” Seemed to me like they expected her to do everything around here.

“I won’t speak of her business, but Angel mourns a lost possibility. Without our leader, much of the work falls to her, and when she insisted on planning my wedding…” Ivory shook her head. “It’s too much even for her.”

“You’re getting married?” As soon as I asked, it sounded rude. Why couldn’t she get married? “I mean, congratulations.”

Ivory’s spreading smile was the warmest thing about her. “To my Panther. This Saturday.”

“You must be busy.” 

“Not at all. It will be a small ceremony. Just the Ten and their guests at the reception.” Ivory’s gaze turned predatory. “And Tank promised I can chase away the paparazzi if they come too close.”

“That sounds…” Like something I didn’t want to be involved in. “Are they a problem?”

“You’ll see once you’ve joined.” 

“I’m not meant for that.” I danced. Even with my Swan Lake Kung Fu, I wasn’t the type to go after criminals. “Ryan didn’t mention it either.”

“Ruin is too far inside Tank’s shadow to see what’s in front of him. You’d make a fine addition to us.”

I bristled at the slight to Ryan. Where was this Tank guy, if he were so amazing?

“I didn’t mean to offend.” Ivory’s eyes narrowed. “You’re interested in Ruin?”

“That’s—” How was this conversation happening? “I don’t know. He’s been nice to me.”

“I see.” Ivory relaxed. “I think you’d suit each other. This life is much easier when you have the right partner. I wouldn’t leave my Panther for any temptation.”

“I’m not staying here for a man.” Let alone becoming a superhero for one. I had my life to fix, and the 1950s were well gone. A man wasn’t going to make it all better. Not even one as good as Ryan.

“Of course not. You’ll stay for yourself.” Ivory patted my shoulder on her way past. “Join us for yoga tomorrow. Eleven o’clock.”

I stood for a while after Ivory left. What was with her?

Dancers weren’t heroes. We trained insane hours, pushing ourselves to the limit for the starring role. We were selfish at pursing the art.

Ambition was all I knew. In that sense, these new powers were just another hurdle to overcome. My pointe shoes and I headed for the stadium. 

We had work to do.





Red Ruin

I was two seconds from frying the monitor. Shit. I’d fry the building’s power system if I had to. In the time it took me to answer one e-mail, five new ones came in. The FBI wanted us to consult on this case and this case, and where were we with that other one, the one with that guy from five years ago?

The teams on the street checked in constantly. Panther and Ivory were out on a consult with the NYPD, Thunder was in Albany, dealing with some shitty super legislation the state government wanted to sneak through, and the White House had borrowed Annihilator for the Secretary of State’s visit to North Korea. Jet’s solo patrol in the city had already wracked up three arrests today, and I didn’t know why I needed to be posted on pickpockets.

Maybe Tank wanted this much information, but I was done. 

Done.

I clicked out of e-mail and into the security feeds. Belle was in the stadium.

She’d found a sexy spandex suit and her ballet shoes, but I couldn’t admire her curves. She moved too fast.

It was a spin that didn’t stop. With her left toe pointed, her right leg kicked and kicked and kicked. Ribbons of energy flew until she looked more like a top than a human being.

Finally, she came to a stop in a swirl of power that blurred in the camera. And…nope. Now she twirled on her other leg.

Was she planning on stopping? Ever? She’d drive herself crazy if she didn’t take a break.

My stomach rumbled. I’d only picked at lunch, and I hadn’t left my desk since. We could order out, but both of us needed air. I called down to the stadium phone. It rang about twenty times before Belle noticed.

She stopped her infinity spin and looked around until she found the call box. “Hello?”

“Up for dinner?” I was already turning off my computer. “I thought we could get out of here for a while.”

“Good idea.” Belle stretched her free arm in a slow circle, but the rotation didn’t spark any power. She’d been working hard, and I was impressed she could accomplish so much so soon. I’d accidentally fried things for years after getting my powers. Still did. “Do I have time to shower?”

“Yeah. Just meet in the office when you’re ready.”

“See you then.” Belle hung up. Stretching deeper, she pulled both arms over her head, but she couldn’t hide a sly smile.

Dinner for two was probably a bad idea. If we cooked up any more chemistry between us, something would give.

But Belle needed this. She’d dance herself into a pile of ashes if I didn’t keep an eye on her. Helping her was the only part of this job I didn’t hate right now.

Didn’t hate it at all.


Chapter Six

Belle

I practically ran for the shower. As much as I was hiding from real life, a night out was exactly what I needed. Ryan and a few cocktails would be a dangerous combination, but I could handle it.

With my closet stocked—and I was pretty sure Angel had sent my dresses for dry cleaning—I had plenty of outfits to choose from. One of the plastic-sheeted hangers drew my eye.

I’d planned to wear the dress to the opening night after party. Cream-colored silk peeked through the layer of sheer black lace. Couture. A one-of-a-kind perfectly tailored to me. It was supposed to be my gift to myself for achieving my dream.

So much for that.

When else was I ever going to wear it?

I dug out my nude pumps and makeup kit. With a smoky eye and my hair down in long waves, the whole thing was perfectly sexy. Even off my game I could still shine up.

Though I should’ve asked him where we were going. With my luck, we had reservations at McDonald’s.

On Saturday night, the office was less crowded than Friday, but still buzzing. This time I caught more looks. Maybe well-dressed ladies were rarer around here than barefoot disheveled ones who blew all the light bulbs.

Ryan lay on his couch, feet dangling and hands over his eyes. If I just locked the door behind me…

Instead, I cleared my throat. “Ready.”

“You up for…” Ryan’s face slackened.

“Like it?” I spun and pretended my heart wasn’t fluttering. The motion knocked over his pen jar, but that was an improvement. “Figured I should wear it instead of letting it collect dust.”

He looked me up, down and up again. “Wow.”

With those amazing hazel eyes following my curves, I was ready to mangle the dress to get to him. “If you’re gonna look at me like that, I’m not responsible for what happens.” 

“Neither am I.” Ryan stalked from the couch and stood just shy of touching. So close I could feel his body heat. He cupped my cheek, tilting my chin upward, and it tingled so hard I would’ve sworn he was using his powers. “You going to throw me through a wall if I kiss you?”

“No promises.” I lifted onto my toes. 

Ryan moved to meet me. Such soft lips.

He was tender. Maybe hesitant?

“It’s okay.” I gripped his waist and moved my kiss to his jaw line. The only forces at work so far were our hormones. I could actually enjoy this.

I slid over to suck his bottom lip, and Ryan pressed hard against me. His hands roved to my lower back and he pulled me tighter.

His mouth trailed down the curve of my neck like a line of lightning, but he was too tall. He lingered, his hands smoothing over my shoulders and back, dipping low, but not quite low enough.

When he finally caressed below my hips, I let loose a little gasp.

So good.

The verbal cue was all he needed. Ryan took my lips again, harder. He was a force around me. All I could feel, smell, taste, was Ryan. I wanted more.

I leapt up, wrapping my legs around him.

With the leap, my powers surged.

The force ripped us apart. Ryan crashed into his desk. I kicked out with my powers before I face-planted in the ceiling. Right before I concussed myself on the floor, a crackle of lightning sparked. Ryan’s energy eased me to the ground in a tickling cloud of scarlet electricity.

He sagged against the carpet. “That wasn’t how I planned that.”

“You’re telling me.” My body still hummed from his attention. Maybe we could keep going and pretend that didn’t happen. As I lifted myself out of the couch rubble, my back twinged. 

Maybe we’d finish it later. After some more practice with my control.

“Damn.” Ryan made it to his hands and knees with a wince. He’d knocked his desk halfway across the room, scattering pens and bits of technology everywhere. He pushed his cracked monitor away. “Maybe I can get Sunday off now?”

The door flew open. “Ruin, are you—” 

Angel stood backed by half a dozen guys decked with Kevlar and machine guns. Ivory pushed her out of the way and a chill cut through the room.

I shivered. I’d rather face the guns than the warrior goddess with the four-foot ice spear. 

As soon as she assessed the situation, Ivory’s posture eased. The spear disappeared with a poof of ice crystals, and her hunter’s gaze lightened to a smirk. “They were just having fun.” 

“Right.” I pushed to my feet. “Fun.”

“Only a training exercise,” Ryan called loud enough that the men outside could hear. 

Angel peeked past the doorframe. “I’ll call maintenance. Next time can you keep the training in the stadium?”

“Sorry.” I smoothed out my dress. It was more rumpled but still had life in it. “Sometimes I just have to…train.”

Ryan laugh-choked.

“Dios mío.” Angel threw up her hands and turned away.

“I love your dress. Clearly, Ruin does too.” When Ivory left, the army dispersed. 

I put my hands to my flaming cheeks. It was only kissing, but did everyone have to know about it?

Ryan grinned. “Still up for dinner? I got us a table at Per Se.”

And why should I be surprised? So what if it was the most expensive, exclusive, amazing restaurant in the city? Superheroes must love them some tasting menus. “I guess that’ll do.”

“We could always do pizza.” Ryan twirled a set of keys around his finger.

“No way.” Assuming you got a reservation, Per Se was a few hundred dollars before all their fine wine. I’d always wanted to go.

“Then let’s roll.” He put the keys in his pocket and we headed downstairs.

“This is a date, isn’t it?” I hadn’t been thinking of it that way—not really—but that kiss…

I hoped it was a date.

“That okay with you?” Ryan offered me his hand.

“Definitely okay.” We joined hands, and I shivered. I could’ve said it was the power, tingling under his skin, but I was pretty sure it was the energy between us. Or maybe the chemistry? It was as comfortable as it was exciting. 

I glanced sideways at Ryan and caught him looking at me. We both shared silly smiles.

I was either giddy or insane. If I didn’t have my shit together enough to kiss the guy without blowing him up, I probably shouldn’t be grinning at him at him like an idiot. Maybe that was why, though. I was the storm, and even if I destroyed everything else in my path, Ryan was the mountain I couldn’t break.

He was solid and safe, and he certainly didn’t want me because he could get something out of me. In the end, most guys either put me on a pedestal or saw as me as an accessory. Ryan had seen me at my frosting-licking worst, and a trophy ballerina wouldn’t do anything for his status. He could get trophies on his own. 

Maybe he just understood me.

As the elevator doors opened, a massive blond stepped in, texting furiously and not at all aware of us.

“Steel.” Ryan thumped the guy’s shoulder. “You mind?”

“Whoa.” He jumped back, blue eyes wide. “Didn’t see you. Sorry.” He let us pass by into the garage. “You’re the ballerina?”

“Belle.” 

“Cool. I’m Steel.” He offered a hand. I had to let go of Ryan to give him a firm shake, and his hand was like a dead fish—no pressure at all. I’d forgotten what his superpower was if I’d ever known, but I was guessing he was trying not to crush me.

“You done for the night?” Ryan asked.

“With work.” Steel grinned, but he looked more exhausted than excited. “Going clubbing later with Jet and Thunder if you want to join.” The look took us both in. Maybe he was being flirtatious, but even with that pretty face of his, I didn’t go for blonds, and I wasn’t trading Ryan.

“Pass. My girl here would tear up the dance floor.”

I would. Figuratively and literally.

“Your girl, huh?” Steel glanced between us. “What—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Ryan said. “Worry about your case. You owe me an update. Tomorrow.”

That backed Steel into the elevator. “I’ve got a photo shoot, boss.”

“We’ll talk.” Ryan said. “Don’t get arrested tonight.”

“Not in the plans.” Steel waved as the doors shut.

“How could he get arrested?” Was that even an option for superheroes?

“You’d be surprised.” Ryan led me down the rows of cars. “Last time he went after a girl who didn’t mention a boyfriend. Guy punched Steel, broke both his hands, then his buddies all took swings. Not such a good idea against the dude with the super strength.”

Ryan’s door locks chirped. The car was some super luxury brand, so flash I couldn’t tell the maker. Whoever it was, they liked leather and chrome. 

He held open the door for me. I slid inside and smoothed my skirt. I hadn’t been this nervous since my audition for Giselle. 

What role was I gunning for now?





Red Ruin

A photographer snapped pictures of us while we walked into the restaurant. I shifted my body so he couldn’t get a good shot of Belle, but his cell was out by the time the doors closed. He’d have friends when we left.

The waiter situated us at our table and I was glad for the guy’s help because it was hard to stop staring at Belle in that dress. This was the first time I’d seen her cleaned up, and everyday Belle was gorgeous enough, but this…

The sexy curls and smoky eyes, with that dress? I wasn’t the only one staring, and at the other tables, more than one wife glared at a transfixed husband. 

“Can I make a proposal?” She adjusted her napkin on her lap.

“Sure.”

“You do the meaty tasting menu, I’ll get the vegetarian one, and we can share.” Her eyes lit up. “I want to taste every blessed thing they can put out of this kitchen.”

“Good plan.” It was the worst when a girl picked at a salad and eyed my dinner. Belle wasn’t shy.

We ordered the food and wine and the first course arrived right away. Belle’s eyes widened like a little kid staring down a sundae.

I chuckled. “Enjoy this a little?”

“Did I not tell you I’ve always wanted to come here?”

“You did.” 

Belle closed her eyes as she bit into her pile of vegetables. “Mmmf.”

She killed me.

If she were going to make that noise for every bite, I’d take her fine dining every night. I took a bite of my “meaty” version of her meal, and it was good, but watching Belle was better. I slid the plate across the table to her. “Try this one.”

Her eyes closed again as she chewed. “Amazing.”

I could watch her eat forever. It was such a simple thing, but so…intimate.

“You’re distracted.” She licked sauce off her bottom lip and I almost groaned.

“Wonder why?”

“Don’t know.” Now Belle gave her lips a demure pat with her napkin. Like I could unsee that slip of tongue. “Maybe you’re struggling to come to terms with this ridiculous life of yours.”

“What’s ridiculous?” One waiter took away our plates and another set down our next course.

“This.” Belle waved at the plates with her fork. “You can go anywhere. Do anything. Do you even have a budget?”

“There’s a budget.” It was more than the GDP of a few countries I could name, but we did have one.

“It’s not reality.” She turned her plate around, pondering the best way to attack a layered stack of vegetables. 

I took a swig of my wine. “It’s my reality. And you know it’s not all perks.”

“Your hours might be worse than mine.” Belle bit into the latest forkful and her eyes rolled back. “I really never thought I’d eat here.”

“Why not?”

“I’m always dancing or training or rehearsing performances. I haven’t been out to dinner in months.”

Good thing she wasn’t seeing anyone. That would be…complicated. “How long have you been in New York now?”

“Hmm.” Belle took a sip of her wine. “I got into the dance academy when I was fourteen, so…eleven years? It doesn’t feel that long.” She swilled her wine around its glass. “I was getting old, but I always felt like I was just getting started…” 

“I’ve been with the Ten since I graduated college. Six years. Never thought I’d be more than a sidekick.”

“Why do you do that?” Belle tilted her head to the side.

“What?”

“Act like you can’t handle the responsibility. All you do is work when the guy who’s supposed to be in charge is off slacking.”

“Tank’s not slacking.” He’d been shouldering the crazy workload for years without complaining. Given, he was made for it, but the work was killer. “I wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t offered me the job. He got drafted and brought me and Angel into the crew.”

“So you think you’re not worthy?”

“No.” I clenched my fist. How’d we get down this path? “I’m Tank’s right-hand man, but all of us work as a team. There’s no hierarchy.”

“Bullshit.”

“Watch it.” She definitely hadn’t been around long enough to learn how we worked. 

“You watch it.” Belle’s eyes narrowed, full of heat. “The other heroes respect the hell out of you. You work more hours than they do. Nobody’s complaining about taking orders or questioning your judgment. I haven’t even met the other guy. You’re the one who’s here helping me, Ryan.”

“Of course I’m helping you.” No one with a conscience would let her deal with her powers alone. 

“I appreciate that. And I know I don’t know anything about whatever super politics are going on here, but I don’t like to see you casting yourself as a sidekick. From where I stand, you’re…” Belle’s voice caught. “Important.”

That wasn’t what she was going to say, but I didn’t press it. “Are you sure you’re doing okay? Have you talked to your family?”

“No.” She took a swig of wine. “We talk on the big holidays, but I haven’t seen them since I moved to New York.”

“Why? Aren’t they proud?”

She gave a wry laugh. “Nope. I’m the black sheep.”

“You’re…” That did not make sense. How did the prima ballerina get shunned?

“What do your parents think about your powers?” Belle obviously didn’t want to talk about her own situation.

“I’m their favorite now. Shouldn’t be, but they got twisted by all of the attention after my powers came. My sister hated me.”

“But now she visits?”

“Yeah. She’s at Columbia.” And if she hadn’t kicked my ass into gear, I would’ve dropped out of college. If Maddy had to live in my shadow, I was not going to be a second-rate hero. She’d made that clear enough. After that, I hauled myself up and met Tank. He’d done the rest. “We’re good now. She’s a dancer too.” Maddy and Mom would probably flip when they heard Belle was staying at the tower.

“Want to trade siblings?” Belle asked. “My older brother’s the golden child.”

“Why’s he so great?” He had to be pretty fucking amazing to beat Belle.

“The usual. He was a football star until he knocked up his girlfriend at seventeen and got a job at the same factory as my dad. He and his spawn live in a trailer on my parents’ property with no plans to ever venture outside the county.”

Insane. “Your family’s values are seriously off.”

“I know. And I don’t look down on Bobby for his choices, but I don’t see why I have to be an outcast because I don’t want the same thing.” Belle swirled the wine around in her glass. 

I wanted to hop the table and hug her. “I can send some big burly guys to Georgia to straighten them out.”

“Would you?” Belle smiled.

“I’ll go myself.” And I was beginning to wonder what I wouldn’t do for her. Right now, I couldn’t think of anything.


Chapter Seven

Belle

My stomach was going to burst. “You might have to take me out of here in a wheelbarrow.”

“I’d be happy to carry you.” Ryan’s flirty smile lit his eyes.

“Maybe.” That could be fun. Then again, I didn’t want to destroy anything inside the restaurant.

He paid the bill, which he didn’t let me see, but I was guessing it looked like a rent payment. My conscience twinged at the expense, but the food was as good as I’d fantasized, and a splurge wasn’t the worst thing that could happen. 

The valet brought around the car and for a second time, Ryan offered me his jacket. “A lot of cameras out there.”

“Really?” I peered though the window, and he wasn’t kidding. But today I wasn’t crusty, and someone needed to appreciate this dress. I put my arms in the jacket. It would be rude to give it back when he’d offered it so nicely, but I wasn’t covering my head this time. “A few pictures won’t hurt.”

“You know what they’re going to write if they see you in that?”

“I know.” Leaving a super-expensive restaurant together, dressed up, and me in Red Ruin’s jacket? We’d be in the gossip columns as the newest super couple. And that was…okay. “I don’t mind.”

Ryan tried to keep a straight face, but the littlest smug smile tilted the corner of his lips. “Shall we?” He offered his arm.

He really was the cutest thing. “Let’s.”

Flashes exploded and the paparazzi crowded in, but Ryan shielded me with his body. He opened the door and got me in the car before braving his way to the other side. Some knocked on my window, and everyone was shouting questions. Mostly one question.

Are you together?

Good question.

He slammed the door behind himself and let out a breath. “Well, that was fun.”

Ryan inched the car forward and the photographers slowly moved away, making sure to get a few dozen more shots before we could drive past. “Can’t you just zap them?”

“I wish.” Ryan flicked the high beams at one of them, and finally we were clear.

The ride back to the tower was quiet, but comfortably so. Ryan was there to open my door when we arrived, and he took my hand to walk to the elevator. Who knew guys still acted like this? My last boyfriend was so busy texting that we hardly made eye contact. I couldn’t even tell if Ryan had his phone with him.

He walked me all the way to the guest room, and my stomach fluttered. This was like a high school first date.

“Thanks for taking me. That was amazing.”

“It was.” He smiled and drew closer. “Should I risk it?”

“Risk wh—”

Ryan stole a kiss, just a brush against my mouth that jolted my entire body. He drew back before I could lean into it or destroy anything. I licked my lips. He tasted like vermouth.

“Goodnight.” 

As he strutted away, I could practically hear the theme music. How could a man with an ass like that be inadequate? I bit my lip. The more I got to know about him the harder it was to stay away, but we wouldn’t be able to get together while I was such a hazard.

All the more reason to bear down on training. Angel had left me her number and I wanted to drop her a voicemail about getting a barre in the stadium.

My stomach clenched as I turned on my cell. Welcome back to reality.

It vibrated like a machine gun as it processed all the backed-up texts and e-mails. Every damned one of those texts hit me like bullets.

Most were the studio staff.

Are you okay?

Where are you? 

Rehers @ 8 You coming?!

The director had left me with a lovely, WTF Belle? CALL US.

The ring tone—from the opening act of Giselle—went off and I had the phone to my ear before the 913 area code processed.

Savannah. Oh shit.

“Beulah? Answer your mother.”

My brain froze. No contact in forever and she called now?

“I can hear you breathing.”

I could hang up. Instead I swallowed. “Hi, Mama.”

“Don’t you dare.” The blender pulsed in the background. Mama was always testier on one of her shake diets. “You don’t pick up the phone. We see you on the news, don’t hear from you, and all you can say is ‘hi, Mama?’”

I should’ve hung up. “I was under the impression that you didn’t want to talk to me until I reformed my evil ways.”

“Oh, beach balls. Just because you’re some kind of superhero now doesn’t mean you don’t call home. You could’ve been dead. Or prostituted out to one of those muscle boys for all we knew. Where are you?”

“Still in New York.” By muscle boys, I assumed she meant the Ten. It wasn’t such a bad descriptor. “I’m fine. No one’s offered me any money.”

“Well, don’t give it up for free. Beulah—”

My hands bunched into fists. “Belle. You know I had it legally changed.”

“Bah. This is a good thing. You can get out of that heckhole and move home. Get married and start a family like a respectable woman. By the time I was your age, I had you and your brother in grade school. Time’s wasting.”

“Mama.” As I shook, so did my bedside lamp. I wasn’t going to shatter another one. “I’m not moving home, I’m not getting married and I’m never having children. I’m going to have casual sex until I dry up and then I’ll get cats.”

“I don’t know why I try to save you.” Her voice filled with the same horror as the day I’d announced I was taking a dance scholarship to the biggest “heckhole” on Earth. “You’ll fail and you’ll come begging your parents for forgiveness.”

My breaths sped and the chandelier shook. Enough.

“I’m the best dancer in the country. Don’t you ever spit on my hard work and call me a failure.”

I hurled the phone into the bathroom. The case cracked open and the battery skittered under the claw-foot tub.

Good riddance.

I should’ve known and I shouldn’t have answered. Mama had hated every blessed decision I’d made since I dared to leave home. Anything outside of Georgia was a mystery, and a place so big and far away as New York City had to be a den of evil. That I didn’t go to church and refused to sacrifice my career to become a breeder made me actual hellspawn.

I flopped back on the bed and tried to control my breathing. I could talk a good game, but that’s all it was.

I was no dancer now.

Maybe I was super, but I was no hero. That had to be earned, and I didn’t see myself out catching criminals in pointe slippers.

What was I supposed to do with the rest of my life?

I scrunched my eyes. She won’t ever be right. I’d been turned down for more roles than I could remember. I’d lived in a one-bedroom with five other girls trying to make it in the city. I’d fallen so hard I saw my dreams break in front of me.

Every time I got back up. 

I would own these powers and make them into something I could be proud of. And I wouldn’t cry. 

I wiped my eyes. Nope. Not crying.

After I took off my makeup and brushed my teeth, I pretended to sleep. As I lay in bed, routines and memories looped through my mind. My first performance, when Mama wouldn’t do my makeup like the other girls, because her daughter wasn’t looking like some hussy. A thousand battles to keep dancing, and the elation and terror of my first weeks training in New York. Worst of all, my last time on stage, and all that sheet music fluttering like snow.

Amazing how not sleeping brought up every memory I’d tried to forget. At 4:18 I gave up.

I slipped into some practice clothes, grabbed my iPod and a giant bottle of water from Ryan’s fridge and headed downstairs. No sense in wasting time.

A low target riddled with bullet holes and charred marks served as a substitute barre. As I stretched and moved through my positions, I concentrated on the energy inside me, pulling it all the way out through my fingers and toes.

It deepened my stretch. I could bend lower and lift higher than before. The moves were ingrained into my muscle memory. They were supposed to look effortless to the audience, but they’d never felt that way until now.

That thought pushed me through the morning. Maybe I could push it farther. Tap something new.

After I burned through technique, I guzzled water and popped in my headphones. My stomach turned as I flipped through the songs. Three quarters were pieces from shows, and I wasn’t ready for those memories. Shuffle would send me into an emotional tailspin.

I needed something more free form. Music where I could just dance out all my frustrations and—

Hip-hop. My savior.

The beat pounded through my ear buds and I let myself go. It got easier to sense the flow of power inside and to direct it where I wanted. When I focused the whirlwind of energy into my legs, I could jump twice my height and soar halfway across the stadium. In my hands, the power formed bullets or bursts with the flick of my fingers.

When my hip-hop started repeating, I figured I should take a break. It had to be close to lunchtime, and that was an excessive workout, even for me. I should’ve brought a towel.

The elevator chugged its way up and opened on one of the office floors. Angel jumped. She’d changed into workout clothes and carried a mat. “Belle! You headed to yoga?”

“I think I forgot.” I wasn’t sure where I’d been headed. Probably to check in with Ryan.

“Well, come anyway.” Angel punched the button. “How’s everything going?”

“I’m learning.” At least I hadn’t destroyed anything today.

“This will help. Ivory struggled with controlling her powers for a long time.” We stepped onto the roof for another flurry of unseasonable snowflakes.

Ivory stood on top of the safety barrier, stretching her arms and looking out over Manhattan like she owned it. I folded my arms against the cold and against the sight of her. Heights only bothered me as much as the next girl, but that was asking to splat on the pavement. Did she have any fear in her?

“You’re making us dizzy.” Angel spread her mat.

Ivory hopped down. “The sky’s so clear today. Look.” She pulled me over to the ledge, and I let her as long as she didn’t make me climb up. “Taste the air. Breathe.”

Sun glinted from the glass of a thousand buildings. I caught a whiff of exhaust and grease, but that was the city. Underneath, the air was cool and crisp. I filled my lungs and let out my breath, wishing all my uncertainty could fly away with it.

Ivory had spread out a third mat for me. “Have you practiced yoga before?”

“I’ve done some Vinyasa classes…” But not at all recently.

“That will help you.” Ivory took position on her mat, and I copied Angel when she did the same.

“Focus on your breath.” Ivory closed her eyes. “Feel the power inside you, but don’t reach for it. Simply sense it. Feel for its edges and understand it as you breathe in and out.”

Might as well give it a try. With more deep breaths, my pulse slowed, and the quiet revealed the chaos inside me.

My power whirled and flickered, never stilling. It was a deep well of constant motion. As we moved through the slow warm-up, I focused my breath on the whirlwind.

Relax.

The outer tangles smoothed. The center of my power spun onward as inexorable as the sun, but its motion evened out. This was the level of control I needed every day.

I moved through the poses in Zen mode, not even caring what we did. It was all about my breath and my body.

“…and let it out.” Ivory’s last whoosh of breath broke my concentration.

“That was intense.” Angel took a swig of water.

“I needed that.” I rolled my neck in a slow circle. “This happens every day?”

“I do a sunrise session as well.” Ivory grinned. “You’re welcome to join tomorrow.”

“I might.” If every session made me feel this good, I’d become a yogini in no time.

“At least join us for lunch,” Angel said.

“Where to?” My stomach rumbled. I’d take anything at this point.

“Just the cafeteria.” She led our little group the elevator.

Ivory nodded. “It’s quite good.”

When we rolled into their “cafeteria” I wasn’t disappointed or surprised. Sushi station. A chef tossing fresh pizza dough. Mongolian grill. The place was a gourmet buffet. We didn’t exactly cut the line, but a sudden space appeared for us in the crowd of workers. Angel showed me how to order on the touchscreen menu.

By the time we got our table by the windows, the wait staff had poured us lemon water and my chicken Caesar wrap was delivered on a platter.

Angel had a massive Cobb salad, and Ivory had…some sort of questionable red meat. I didn’t want to look too closely. Her predatory grin was back. “They didn’t overcook it today.”

Angel faux-gagged. “Do I have to remind you? Every time you order that, it’s forever sealed into my memory.”

“It’s delicious.” 

I bit into my wrap and it tasted like heaven. It was Caesar, for Christ’s sake. They probably rolled the tortillas out on a virgin’s stomach and spiced the dressing with unicorn tears.

“So any suggestions for our book club, Belle? We need outside help.” Angel had turned away from Ivory and the meat-stravaganza.

“You have a book club?” That was so…normal.

“We just finished Gone Girl, but Nil and Thunder almost brawled about it, so we’re looking for something less controversial.”

“The guys are in it?”

“God, no.” Angel shuddered. “We kicked Panther out for inappropriate behavior and Thunder’s probably quitting for good, so just the one. We’d love another female member.”

“Am I staying here that long?” No one had broached any long-term plans with me. I’d assumed I was back to my own devices once I stopped being a danger to the populace. 

“As long as you need to. We have jurisdiction over all supers, and that includes providing asylum, so you’re welcome for as long as you want to stay.”

Ivory sliced her steak into pieces. “You should consider joining the Ten.”

Hadn’t we already covered that? “Not a good idea.” And I wasn’t getting the sense that you could just walk into the office and join the club. None of these supers understood how amazing the Ten were to someone used to normal things. I’d always been too busy for TV and magazines, but now that I’d been introduced, even I recognized their faces from billboards. The Ten weren’t so much a group of heroes as the group of heroes. 

“We can talk about that later.” Angel waved with her fork. “It’s so unusual for someone to come into their powers so late, and with who you are…the paparazzi will make you miserable. We’ll get you off of Ruin’s floor and you can work on figuring things out once you’re into your own space.”

“Can you get me a barre for the stadium?” If I was going to be here long-term I needed to get outfitted. Scary thought. 

Was this really where I belonged? I’d never had the kind of girlfriends who lunched and did book club, but these ladies were hardly housewives. 

Why was it so comfortable? It wasn’t real life.

“Sure.” Angel pulled out her phone. “I can get you anything else you need.”

We chatted as we finished our lunches. Panther padded into the cafeteria in actual panther form, butting his head under Ivory’s arm. She scratched his head with love in her eyes and slipped him a piece of meat. Angel lectured him in Spanish as she texted away on her phone. When it rang, she answered in Russian.

This was their reality. Apparently it was about to be mine.


Chapter Eight

Red Ruin

All morning I clicked between work and the video of Belle. Work flew. Fifteen minutes of soul-crushing FBI bureaucracy, a glimpse of Belle spinning like a top. A bullshit e-mail chain for another lawsuit against Steel, and then Belle, almost hovering, her clothes fluttering around her like wings.

That kind of spirit didn’t come around often. 

I pushed through lunch, trying to get ahead of the workload. Shit flew as fast as I could shovel, but I was not having it. Couldn’t any of these government douchebags solve a problem?

“Ryan?” Belle poked her head in. “You didn’t answer when I knocked…”

“Come in.” I minimized the crime scene photos filling my monitor. She didn’t need that on her mind. “How was your morning?”

“Productive.” She set one of the caf’s to-go boxes on my desk. “Figured you’d be working. Angel said you liked the teriyaki bacon burger.” Belle shook her head. “Before this, I thought my ballet studio was awesome for putting in a water cooler.”

“Perks.” I salivated, and not just for the burger. In her flowing skirt and spandex, she looked like some burlesque angel.

“I’ve been thinking.” Belle hadn’t moved from my side of the desk. I wanted to grab her and sling her over my lap, but Angel would have my ass if I busted the office again. “If I’m going to be here a while…”

“Yeah?” God, I hoped she was. We were only starting to get to know each other.

“I’d like to make the most of it.” She grabbed the armrests and leaned in, her breath heated my ear. “What do you think?”

This woman. Damn.

That quick and I had Belle in my arms. She pulled my hair back and pressed her lips to mine. My hands fisted in her hair, drawing her closer. Both of us were all gasps and heat. I needed to slow down, but I wanted her too bad to care. 

“Time out.” Belle broke our kiss when the lights flickered. She backed away and took a deep breath. “We’re gonna have to continue this later.”

I kicked the wall, rolling my chair back to my desk. No other way to hide the hard-on. “That better be a promise.”

“Have a nice afternoon.” Belle finger-waved on the way out. I put my head down on the desk.

It was like that all week. 

All. Week. And the more I got to know about Belle, the more I wanted her. Her determination made me want to be a better hero. Hell, a better person.

Belle yoga’d and practiced during the days and hung with me at night. We made out on the couch, dry-humping like teenagers, breathing each other in as long as we could until one of us exploded something or flipped the coffee table. Then we’d chat, comparing Georgia and Washington and trying to decide whose childhood was more messed up. She usually beat me on that, and I wished I could take away her bad memories. I was on the verge of taking a vacation day to go South and tell off her parents face-to-face.

Belle found me in the elevator or my office, and our hands and lips got more adventurous, but we kept the clothes on. I counted the seconds until that changed. At least I got some work done. It got easier to combat the suck, knowing Belle would be there when I left the office, and I never knew when she’d drop in for a “visit.”

By Friday morning, I was so wound up I almost hopped in on her in the shower, but I only got as far as gripping the doorknob. If things got out of control—and they always would with Belle—neither of us were trying to be naked around that much shattered glass.

I was sipping coffee when she breezed through in another one of her flowing semi-see-through outfits.

“Morning.” She poured herself a cup.

“You headed down?” 

“Yeah. I’m close to really getting it under control.”

I downed the rest of my coffee. It was great for Belle—even more amazing considering the short time she’d had her powers—and it showed the crazy effort she was putting in. That didn’t make it great news. Belle had a penthouse ready to go upstairs, but she didn’t have to stay if she didn’t want. She had every right to leave and try to salvage her dance career…

I didn’t want her to. 

Selfish, dude. Selfish.

“You mind if I tag along?” I’d popped in to check on her but hadn’t tested her as much as I should. If she was that close to control, I had to be the judge. You can always say she’s not ready…

“Sure.”

We headed down in companionable silence. Or maybe our coffee hadn’t kicked in yet.

The stadium was too big to be crowded, but Belle was slowly moving in more equipment. Her barre stood near the wall along with her piles of slippers. The things didn’t seem to last her long.

“I’m going to warm up for a bit.” Belle flexed her ankle, drawing my gaze up that killer leg.

“I’ll hang in the booth for a while.” I left her to it and hit the stairs. 

This time I got the system booted, but I didn’t need the computer for e-mail. I cued up the sound system and some e-radio. Once Belle finished what I’d come to recognize as her warm-up, I flicked on the speakers.

We were going to test her powers right.



Belle

Feedback spiked on the sound system. Sound system. And I’d been dancing with my iPod all week.

The music blasted, and it was the last thing I would’ve expected. 

A waltz.

Ryan strode down the steps. “Think you’re ready for this?”

My pulse thrummed. With him? I wasn’t close to ready. “I need heels for ballroom.” 

“Consider it a handicap. Otherwise you’ll dance me in circles.”

“You won’t step on my feet?”

“No promises.” He lifted his arms and I moved to meet him, joining our arms.

My body tingled as we waited for the beat to begin. He squeezed my hand. 

One. Two. Three.

Ryan led like a pro. With his body contact, I sensed where he wanted me to go and we whirled like a pair of ballroom champs.

The pressure between our bodies built all delicious. Ryan’s posture stayed straight and supple, shoulders back, hands proper. I wished the one on my shoulder blade would stray a bit…

Lord, it felt good. To dance, and to dance with Ryan.

My powers weren’t about letting me have a good time. 

The energy built more slowly than it did with hip-hop or ballet, but our strong dual steps created powerful waves. Ryan’s lightning crackled, channeling my energy or burning it away. We whirled, our powers ebbing and flowing to the beat of the music.

His electricity surrounded him like a scarlet halo. My energy coursed at him, and if he were a normal guy, I would’ve sent him flying across the room. 

I’d shred a normal partner. 

And that was it.

The song trailed off. Another started, but my feet wouldn’t move a step.

I could dance down here, alone in the stadium, but never again with a company, in front of a crowd. I’d feared this all week, but I couldn’t pretend anymore.

“Never again, huh?” My arms drooped.

Ryan wrapped me tight. “It’s not the end.”

“Damn sure feels like it.” The career part was done, and that was all I’d lived for. Dance was the one thing in my life I’d always known was worth it. It was my gift to share with the world and probably the only redeeming thing I had. Now?

“You can dance with me.” Ryan’s voice rumbled against me.

With everything falling away, Ryan was the rock I had left. I was either going to hit him or kiss him, and if I went the second way, I knew myself well enough to know I wouldn’t be able to let go. Not this time.

Maybe he moved first.

Our bodies crushed together in a flash of heat. All mouths and tongues and hands. Ryan’s touch burned away the despair. I wrapped myself around him.

“Here?” He broke our kiss, voice breathy.

Our powers crackled together, but there was nothing to destroy in the stadium. Why wait any longer?

“Here.”

Ryan pressed me against the wall and fingers slipped between us. He kissed my earlobes as he pushed my panties aside.

The pad of his finger hovered just above the place I wanted it. I arched against him, but he wouldn’t oblige.

We weren’t playing the teasing game this time. I yanked his belt buckle away and practically tore away his pants. The boxer briefs parted. I gripped him. Hard.

Ryan sucked in a breath. “Belle…”

More gently, I stroked the length of him. He was ready. “Don’t make me wait.”

He groaned. In one movement Ryan lifted me against the wall. He sucked at my collarbone as he tore just enough of the clothes out of our way. I gripped his back. God, he turned me on. Undressing would take too long. No more waiting.

Maybe he was the last man I’d dance with. Maybe I could be okay with that.

He worked his fingers against me as he pushed inside, already wearing protection. “Too fast?”

Too slow.

I couldn’t speak the words, so my body talked for me. I looped my arms around Ryan’s neck and kissed him.

He pushed deeper, forcing me back against the wall, but it was the furthest thing from pain. “Ryan…”

I gasped. He pulled back and pushed again. Again.

Again.

And all the way.

Neither of us could last like this. My toes curled. “Fast.” I wanted anything Ryan could make me feel.

“Belle.” He said my name as he thrust. “Belle. Belle.” Every time, with my name a thing of beauty on his lips. I melted into him, and the power built.

As we both climbed for the edge, a cloud of lightning crackled around us. All that power cut away everything else, until the world was only Ryan and me. Nothing else existed.

The pleasure built and our powers surged. Lights exploded. The building shook. “God…”

How could anything feel so good?

I screamed into the lightning. Ryan called my name one last time.

We came together. It felt so right a shiver danced down my spine. Scary good.

Ryan shuddered against me and I wilted. If he hadn’t held me up, I would’ve collapsed into a puddle.

“That wasn’t how I wanted our first time…” He eased me back to my feet but kept me in his arms. His lips pressed against mine, tender, but still full of the heat we’d shared. “But I’ll take it.”

“Me too.” I sagged against him. If I stayed with Ryan, I could forget the real world and live in this fantasy forever. It was worth a try.

Ryan kissed my forehead. “Sure you’re okay?”

“So much better than before.” Over his shoulder, I caught a glimpse of the ceiling cameras. “Except maybe you’d better delete those video feeds.”

He grinned. “Already took care of it.”

Of course he did. What initiative. “Then you go back to work and think of me all alone in your steamy shower.”

“So much for a productive afternoon.”

We straightened our clothes and Ryan took my hand on the way into the elevator. I’d never been a hand-holder. If I was being honest, I’d never been with a guy that I wanted to be so close to. Men were a distraction. They were good for exactly what Ryan and I had just done, and then they usually got out of my way. None of my past relationships could compare to this. Ryan wasn’t volunteering to go, and not only was I not pushing him away, I doubted I’d be able to let him go. I leaned against him as the elevator ticked upward. Ryan idly finger-combed my hair where it touched his shoulder. 

No part of me wanted to leave him. As the door dinged, he leaned in for a kiss. Just a taste of soft lips as his hand caressed my cheek. “See you later.”

It wasn’t even a question.

Somehow I made it back to his apartment. In the shower, I replayed every moment we’d shared. The stolen kisses and flirtations. 

When I pictured what I wanted in life, I’d never factored in dating a superhero. 

I liked being with Ryan, but the rest of my future was still a huge blank. I’d had hopes that maybe I could control myself enough to dance again on a limited basis, but now that pair work was out? What show could I do that I wouldn’t hurt someone?

Something. Maybe a circus. Or a solo show on a really, really big, solid stage. I’d make lemonade and all that. 

After I blew out my hair and found some clothes, I ended up on the roof. Yoga was helping so much, I thought of it as a peace place.

I leaned against the rail in Ivory’s spot, staring out over the city. It definitely didn’t belong to me.

“You okay there?”

The voice belonged to a bombshell. Blonde-haired, blue-eyed, big-busted and small-waisted. Stunning. She was the kind of woman I would’ve hated if not for all that hot sex I’d just had. As long as she didn’t go after Ryan, no hate.

“Distracted. You’re…?”

“Jenny.” She offered a hand.

Oh. This was the infamous chicklet who’d tempted Tank away from New York. Couldn’t say I blamed him.

“You’re back for the wedding?” I leaned against the railing and Jenny joined me.

“Yup.” She pushed her hair out of her face. “You going?”

“I was invited. I still don’t know the gang very well.”

“Thank God for that.” Jenny’s smile warmed her eyes. I hadn’t realized how tense she was. “They don’t trust me. Not that I blame them for being pissed. Anyway, it’s nice to see a face that doesn’t instantly hate me.”

Ouch. Hoped she wasn’t reading my mind. “What was your power again?”

She gave a wry chuckle. “All the powers? I’m trying to cool it, though. The laser beams and hell portals make a girl a little ragged.”

“So you can do whatever you want?” Now I was going to be jealous of her powers, too.

“Nobody told you about me?”

“Not the details.” Especially the important ones. Hell portals were pretty need-to-know.

“You know they call me Temptress?”

I nodded. I’d picked up the name, at least.

“I worked vigilante-style for a few years. My powers are the best way to bring villains or turned heroes—whoever—to trial without as much fuss as one of the hero crews would make. I do a lot of seducing and neutralizing so the bad guys get a fair trial.”

My spine tingled. “Neutralize? How?”

“A little kiss.” Jenny put a finger to her lips. “I can take anybody’s powers into me and I can mostly use them, but they play hell with my system. Weren’t meant for me and all that.” Her brow furrowed. “What?”

I trembled. “You could take my powers away?”

“That wouldn’t be the best thing.” Jenny folded her arms. “They’re part of you.”

“But you could.” It was like being doused with glacier water. Here I’d been playing house, thinking about book clubs, content as anything as long as I could be with Ryan. 

Ryan, who told me flat out that I couldn’t get rid of my powers. He knew exactly what Jenny could do.

So why didn’t he tell me?

“I want you to take them away.”

“I’m not exactly shopping for new ones,” Jenny said. “Maybe. Let’s talk it out with Tank and Ruin first.”

“If that’s what we need to do.” Like a chat would change my mind. I could be back to Giselle tonight. Was it even playing? Was the Opera House repaired? I hadn’t let myself think about the specifics, but dance was on the menu again.

I can go back. 


Chapter Nine

Red Ruin

I sat in Tank’s office, trying not to project, but my head spun with Belle. I was only scratching her surface, and I wanted more. I wanted everything.

“Everything?” Tank lifted an eyebrow.

“Get out.” I put my hands on my temples, as if it would make a difference. It was the thought that counted.

“Then rein it in. Didn’t you want to talk business?”

“You’re talking business now?”

“Relax.” Tank leaned back in his chair. “You make a good leader.”

“Screw you.” I didn’t need all of Tank’s responsibilities heaped onto mine.

“You handled everything as well as I could,” Tank said. “Better, maybe.”

“Right.” I wasn’t buying that one.

“Really. After everything with Jenny, I feel like I’ve built too much of this job around my powers.” Tank tapped a finger to his temple. “Powers can go away.”

“What? You have a fight with your girl?” Jenny was the only way that would happen, and she’d take away everyone else’s before Tank’s.

“No. But we thought we knew everything. Turns out we don’t.”

“Not half.” Everything changed after Belle.

“Shit.” Tank tensed forward as the door blew open.

A cloud of energy swirled around Belle. She cast me an icy glance that froze me to my chair. What happened?

Jenny came in on her heels. “She wants me to take her powers.”

My stomach bottomed. Shit, indeed. I’d thought she’d change her mind, but that was before I knew her better. I hadn’t realized she’d bump into Jenny so soon. 

“Do we need to debate it?” Belle’s hands fisted and the swirls of energy pooled around them.

This is all you, brother. Tank’s spoke in my mind. She’s pissed.

Like I need you to tell me. Belle wouldn’t even look at me. That was a shot to the gut, especially after such a perfect morning. “Belle—”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Her shoulders hunched in.

“Because it would be like cutting off your arm. We have no idea what it could do to you.” It would sap her strength and weaken her, maybe permanently. What she was already dealing with was bad, but it could sure as hell get worse. “You can’t live with half yourself.”

“Better half of me than none.” Belle finally met my gaze. “Maybe you all think I’m crazy because I don’t want this life, but all I’ve ever wanted to do is dance. After everything I’ve sacrificed, I don’t care about losing powers I never wanted.”

Damn it. “Dance isn’t the issue here. This could hurt you, Belle.” 

And that would hurt me.

“I’ll take the risk. Please.” She directed the last toward Jenny. 

“I understand.” Jenny touched Belle’s shoulder. She must’ve been using one of her own powers, because Belle’s restless energy quieted. “I’ll try this, but no one’s ever volunteered before, and I can’t guarantee you can get the powers back if you change your mind. Sometimes they do what they want.”

“You can keep them.” Belle took a deep breath and the rest of her power faded. “What do I do?”

“Close your eyes.” Jenny put her hands on Belle’s shoulders.

I wouldn’t watch.

“No.” I tried to shove between them, but a wall of air pushed me back to the couch.

From Jenny? Tank? My lightning crackled against the force. “You can’t run away from who you are.”

“Leave me alone, Ruin,” Belle said.

Ruin. She always called me Ryan. And those were her powers shoving me away. The last time she used them would be to push me out of her way.  

I threw myself again, but Tank’s powers snagged me.

What the fuck?

Let me try, he said.

“Belle.” Tank spoke, and Belle turned her head. The rest of their conversation was mental. I strained against Tank’s hold, but it wouldn’t break.

Belle nodded. “I haven’t changed my mind.”

Jenny sighed. “Here goes.”

“Don’t.” I couldn’t move. Couldn’t stop this huge mistake. “Please, Belle.”

“Do it.” She closed her eyes.

Jenny kissed her. It was just a peck. A brush of lips. I couldn’t see what happened or how Jenny did what she did. All I felt was the numbness spreading through my veins.

Belle sagged and Jenny caught her in her arms. “It’s done.”



Belle

Jenny’s kiss was like a week of performances rolled into a second. I barely had the energy to stand.

I felt…empty.

The biggest motion I could manage was a finger wiggle. When I did it, nothing happened. No waves of power, no destruction.

Normal.

I can be normal again. 

A burst of joy gave me the energy to stand without Jenny’s support. “It’s all gone?”

“All of it.” Jenny waved a hand, and a blur of power—my power—spun away, shaking Tank’s desk.

“Can someone send my things back to my apartment?” I needed to get out as soon as possible. If I had to look at Ruin again…I didn’t know how I felt about that yet. Still betrayed, and that was enough to keep from looking back.

“We’ll take care of it.” His voice continued on in my head. You don’t have to leave right away. You can stay as long as you need.

I need to leave now. Before conversations in my brain and super powers felt any more mundane. Before any of my old life slipped away. “I want to get back to the studio as soon as I can.”

It wasn’t like me, but I hugged Jenny. “Thank you.” We’d already kissed and she’d given me my life back.

“If you change your mind…”

“I won’t.” I gave them all a parting wave and strode out of the office.

Ryan followed. I could see him in the corner of my eye and feel his energy. He wasn’t crackling, but without my own powers, I sensed the sheer energy of him and shivered. This would be what a superhero felt like to a normal girl. 

Did I have any business being with him now?

I didn’t want to throw Ryan away, but he’d managed to mislead me about the one thing that hurt the most. I couldn’t talk to him yet.

“Don’t do this.” I tried to block him out of the elevator, but it was nothing for him to push me aside. As soon as the doors shut, he slammed a hand against the panel. Angry red lightning jolted from his fingertips into the elevator’s circuits. We weren’t going anywhere until he let go.

“You don’t have to leave.”

“I kinda do. Stop messing with the elevator.”

Lightning climbed Ryan’s arms. “I should’ve told you the truth about Jenny, but you weren’t in the best frame of mind back then. No super would throw away their powers.”

“I already did.”

“I don’t think you can go back that easy, Belle.” Ryan moved toward me, crackling with so much power he was almost a flame.

I backed into the corner, but there was nowhere to escape. “I could go if you’d get out of the elevator.” He was so close the hairs on my arms lifted.

“Forget the powers.” Ryan braced his arms around me, not touching, but trapping as he filled my nose with ozone. “Don’t we have something worth keeping?”

My pulse fluttered. Probably.

But not right now. Not when the hurt was so fresh.

“Was I starting to care about you?” I slipped under his arm and backed into the opposite corner. “Yes.”

I couldn’t deny that. “But I’m not one of you anymore, and I can’t be here right now.”

“So what? We were just playing around all that time?” His arm dropped and cold lightning filled his eyes.

“You tell me.”

“I wasn’t.” Ryan’s voice softened.

That warmed me a little, but it wasn’t keeping me in the elevator. I needed to get back to my world and see what was left. “You’re as much about your job as I am mine. How would you feel if you had to leave? I want to get back.” I lifted a hand before he could argue. “I’m not saying it’s over. I need to think for a while.”

“I am sorry,” Ryan said. “But this isn’t the right choice. Not for either of us.”

If only I could agree. “Just let me breathe, Ryan. This is too much, too fast, and I think I lost some part of myself along the way.” In reality, I was always working or on the road. I didn’t hang around, waiting for my boyfriend. I’d enjoyed our time together, but I needed to make sure we had something real, and it wasn’t an illusion I’d created to help me through a hard time.

“You’re not lost.” He stepped aside. “You know exactly where you belong.”

I ducked past him and made it out of the elevator without looking back, but I didn’t feel close to victorious. I could say that I didn’t need a complicated relationship in my life, but Ryan was already dug in. I needed to do some deep breathing, and then I could figure out where he fit.

All I needed was my purse and a few essentials. My phone was destroyed, but I had my keys. Did I still have an apartment? I’d only been away a week, but I’d definitely missed a rent payment. How long did it take to get evicted?

On my way out, I grabbed one of Ryan’s massive hoodies and slipped it over my outfit. For camouflage. Not because I’d miss the smell of him.

Nope.

No one recognized me—if anyone was supposed to care anymore. I caught a cab and thought about stopping back at the apartment which may or may not have evicted me, but why waste time? 

It felt like years since I’d been to the studio. The same old scent of sweat and glass cleaner hit me as I opened the door. My botched Giselle was a lifetime ago. This was home.

“Belle?” The receptionist dropped her pen. “We didn’t think you’d be back…”

“Neither did I. “

“Are you still…?” She didn’t know what to call it. 

“All gone. I’m back.”

“Oh.” Vivi punched something into her phone—either letting the director know I was here or avoiding my eyes. “You’ll have to talk to Steven.”

So they’d called in an understudy. Anger bubbled up, but so did my drive. Whoever she was, I could out-dance her.

It was three o’clock, and that meant rehearsal in Studio A. Time to kick the bitch off my throne. “I’ll let myself in.”

The muffled music made my spine tingle. I didn’t doubt my abilities, but even if it felt like years had passed, it had only been a few days since I destroyed the show and almost killed our entire company. Nobody’s forgetting that. I could almost hear Ivory telling me to breathe. After one big inhale, I pushed the door open. 

At full blast, the music hit me like a piano. Everyone on the fringes turned my way in varying degrees of horror, but the principals didn’t miss a step. Didn’t even notice me.

Aaron danced the pas-de-deux with a skeletal blonde whose neck and leg stretched for days. She wasn’t from the company. Where…

Russia.

Goddamn. Katrina Jesky? We were importing them from Moscow now?

If she weren’t wearing my costume, I might’ve admired her long, clean lines. And that extension. 

She’d make an excellent understudy.

This was still my company, and no way was she horning in. I’d worked too hard.

Shucking off the baggy sweatshirt, I made my way to the sound system. Steven had noticed me. Some director. He should’ve come over as soon as I walked in.

If they weren’t going to welcome me, then I’d welcome myself. I flicked the speakers off. The music cut and the dancing pair made a few awkward steps before they realized. Katrina gasped.

“Belle?” Aaron backed away. I’d almost blown him up, so I couldn’t hold a grudge. “What are you doing?”

“Great question.” Steven folded his arms. “You owe me a new stage.”

“Dock my salary.” I’d be dead before I made up the cost. I folded my arms right back at him. It was totally my fault, but I wasn’t giving him an inch. If I showed any weakness, I’d be out on my ass.

“I would, but your hero friends are taking care of it. Care to explain why you’re gracing us with your super presence?”

“Are you still a hazard?” Katrina’s accent was barely there. Just a flirty little roll to her Rs. Not cute. Not her business.

“I’m cured. They’re real problem solvers, those Manhattan Ten.” And money throwers, apparently. What did it cost to repair a landmark? 

“They can do that?” Aaron took back the step he’d retreated. That was a start.

“I’m pretty sure they can do anything they want.” It was nice to be out of fantasyland. “Including strip my powers.”

“How?” Now Katrina folded her arms. Wasn’t it just a stubborn party? But someone was realizing her cushy headline by-invitation was about to disappear.

“Does it matter?” They didn’t need to know about Jenny. She hadn’t said anything, but her gift was better left secret. People didn’t need to know the girl was like an ATM for superpowers. Deposits and withdrawals. Not that I planned to cash out.

“Belle.” Steven’s beady eyes narrowed even more. “You’d better not be putting us in danger again, because if you are, you can get the fuck out of my studio.”

As much as I wanted to flip him off, I tamped it down. “Whatever happened is over. Do I have Giselle or not?”

“You can audition.”

“Screw you. Want me to call San Francisco?” Their director would take me and double my salary. Unlike Steven, the guy even knew how to smile.

But San Fran wasn’t New York.

Steven’s nose wrinkled. He did not like that. Not at all.

“Act I,” he said at last. “You dance it like before without shattering my mirrors, and the part’s yours.”

Katrina’s arms drooped. “But my contract—”

“Voided if she can do it. No one can touch Belle’s artistry when she’s on her game.”

Damn straight. With all the mirrors, there was no way she didn’t see my smirk.

“I won’t stay here and be blown up.” She huffed out the room.

“Everybody clear out.” Steven shooed the rest of the dancers. “Be back by five if the building’s not a pile of rubble.”

I rolled my eyes. “Nobody’s in danger. I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t serious.”

“Serious was never your problem.” Steven went to reset the audio.

As the dancers filed out, Aaron retreated to a corner. “I’ll stay.”

“Thanks, Aaron.” My throat tightened and I didn’t really know why. Maybe because no one—except Ryan—ever supported me. It was just me, fighting alone.

The door shut, and I caught a flash of red at the corner of my eye. My heart pounded. Ry—

No. Just a notice taped to the back of the door. I’d have to purge my life of that color or I’d be miserable.

I swung my arms, working my way over to Aaron’s corner. “I’m sorry about—”

“It’s okay.” He patted my arm. “When it happened, I saw the fear in your eyes. I know you didn’t do it on purpose.”

Though people had to be saying that. I’d known they would.

“But until everything went to shit?” Aaron shook his head. “That performance was…exquisite? I don’t want to say perfect. More like…”

“Like a dream.” That’s what it felt like to me.

“Yes.” Aaron closed his eyes. “After you left, I thought I’d never see it again.”

“Giselle?” Had he forgotten the part where I exploded everything?

“A transcendent dance.” Aaron’s gaze met mine and I almost stepped away. Whatever was in his eyes—and I couldn’t tell if it was awe or fear—the intensity staggered me. 

“I’ll…try not to disappoint you.” I’d gotten plenty of praise over the years, but not like that. I’d have to work harder to live up to it.

I warmed up my body part by part, feeling sore and stiff, but the pain would disappear as soon as I was in the zone. When I was all stretched out, Steven hit the speakers. “This better be good.”

God, it was going to be.

The beat caught. I leapt and—what?

The jump was too low. I lifted a hand. “Start it over?”

The music reset. I took a deep breath. Just nerves. Like my first audition. Even more was at stake now.

I leaped, but my body felt like lead.

Why?

I pushed through, into a turn. My toe bent and I fell out of the spin before it started. The steps were burned into my bones, but my toes wouldn’t point, my arms strained, and my muscles wouldn’t carry me like before.

Dread gripped my heart like a fist. Tank had warned me, where no one else could hear. Those powers have been fueling your dance for years. Are you brave enough to learn from the beginning?

No. Holy God, no.

I’d thought Tank was trying to scare me or spare Jenny. I slowed to a stop and lifted my arms. Even my fingers were sloppy. They looked more like a row of Vienna sausages than dancer’s hands.

I fell to my knees. I was dancing like a six-year-old, but childhood me couldn’t have dreamed how much work it took to go professional. I’d be forty before I clawed my way back to normal, and there was no way my body would put up with that.

Losing dance the first time was bad. This time was soul crushing.

How many times was the universe going to strip me bare and spit me out?


Chapter Ten

Belle

I’d noticed people snapping camera phone pictures as I wandered through the city, but I was in no mood to care. By the time I got to the bridge, it was dark anyway.

I just wanted to be somewhere high, where I could stare across the water and think. The look on Aaron’s face was burned into my brain. He wasn’t as grief-stricken as I was—no one could be—but his pity.

He knew because every dancer knew. I might as well have gone down tearing every tendon in my knee. The effect was the same.

Done. Over. Finito.

Curtain down.

I schlumped over the railing with no clue what to do with myself. There was choreography. Or I could teach.

But honestly, I sucked at both of those, and what aspiring dancer would want their name attached to mine? 

I considered jumping—because it made sense to think about it while I was standing on a bridge, depressed out of my mind—but I was too much of a glutton for punishment to do something like that. It was going to be a God-awful process, but I’d find my balance again.

Just not today or tomorrow. That was the scary part. What was I supposed to do until I got my shit back together?

Someone honked loud enough to break me out of my daze. How long had I been here? 

Another honk made me turn around.

People stood on the other side of the bridge. Some pointed, some held up camera phones. What were they looking…

Me?

There wasn’t much else to see. But how would anyone recognize me in Ryan’s hoodie? I was totally camouflaged—

Oh. Hi, ballet slippers.

Now I didn’t blame them. What kind of coconut walked from Midtown in slippers? As soon as I realized, my feet started to ache. I’d be paying for this one for days.

My onlookers’ attention broke to the news van barreling toward us. It only slowed as it neared me. Like they could stop in the middle of a bridge? They’d bottleneck the traffic.

The van’s door slid open and the cameraman hit the ground running. An anchorwoman popped out after him—struggling a little in heels—but her mic was ready and her makeup was fit for Broadway. “Belle Fury! Can we get a statement? Are you planning to jump?”

Hell. No. And if she thought I was going to, what kind of shitty question was that?

If I wasn’t going into the water, there was only one way to go, and that was away from the journalists. Out of the city. Another news van was already racing closer.

I jogged away, but pain lanced up my legs. Blood soaked my slippers.

I waved at traffic, sticking out my thumb and everything. A big white panel van that might as well have FREE CANDY written on its side pulled over…not that there was anywhere to pull over. There’d be a bridge accident for sure if I didn’t get out fast.

I hopped in and slammed the door. “Go!”

Anywhere but here.





Red Ruin

When Tank knocked at my office door, my eyes opened. “What?”

“Emergency.” 

I turned my head away, careful not to knock over the half-empty glass of Jack and Coke that rested on my chest. It was a half-empty kind of day. “There’s always an emergency.” If I didn’t leave the couch, it’d get fixed without me.

“Cyclone’s gone.” Tank shut the door, but his voice didn’t stop. Don’t drink alone. Meeting. Then you’ve got half a dozen boozing buddies.

Gone? I knew Tank could still hear me.

Way gone. Conference room. 

That was about the only thing that could get me to swing my legs off the couch. What was that supposed to mean?

I downed the rest of my drink and made my way over. Fucking Cyc. Now was not the time.

The rest of them were already waiting—Tank, Jenny, Angel, Ivory, Panther, Thunder, Steel, Jet and Nil. Rare for the whole crew to get together. 

“What’s the deal?” I thumped into my seat next to Tank. Angel muttered something in one of her languages.

Panther cracked a smile. “Really?”

“Mermaid.” Tank rubbed his temples.

“Huh?” Either I was missing something, or I’d had more Jack than I remembered.

“He went after a mermaid.” Thunder slipped a note to the middle of the conference table. “Thinks he found his true love at last. Touching letter, really.”

I could’ve told him love wasn’t that easy. “What do we do about it?”

“I have a statement for the press,” Angel said.

“That’s a start.” Tank folded his arms. “But this has been brewing for a while, and Cyclone will be fine on his own. Right now, we need to focus on recruitment.”

Half the table groaned. I kept it in, but was this really a priority right now? “We’re ten with Jenny. This can’t be our priority right now.” Tank could see the bigger picture and all, but how could it matter when Belle was gone?

“She hasn’t agreed to be officially inducted.” Tank shot her a glance. She was probably getting a mental barb, but she rolled her eyes. Tank continued, “Anyway, this is about continuity.”

“Continuing what?” Steel put his forehead on the table. “If I have to look at another one of those prospectives spreadsheets—”

“We need to keep our numbers on the high side,” Tank said. “With everything that’s been happening, we all need as much support as we can get.”

“We already have eleven.” Icicles sprouted from Ivory’s fingers.

Jet’s eyebrows lifted. “By whose math?”

“Belle will be back.” Ivory met my gaze. Hearing her name was like taking a knife to the spleen. I’d really fucked it up this time.

“Let’s not go there,” Tank said. “We need to send someone to the scouting fair this year. Who wants a vacation?”

UCLA was no vacation. We hadn’t sent anyone in years and whoever went would get mobbed.

Tank nodded. “Angel it is.”

She dropped her phone. “What? No, I—” Her eyes glazed. Whatever Tank said to her, she stopped talking.

Jenny raised a hand. “I could just bring Cyclone back. Ten minutes. Maybe twenty if the mermaid’s there when I find him.” 

“Jenny.” Tank sighed. I’d never heard that before. “We can’t lean on your powers. We shouldn’t lean on any one person’s powers, mine included.”

“Why not?” Only Tank could manage the Ten, and losing Belle just proved it. If he’d been around to help, she might’ve seen the light. Instead, I’d forced her into a corner, and Jenny had given her the escape she wanted. I’d have to buy tickets if I wanted to see her again.

Ruin. Tank’s voice jabbed into my head. You didn’t do anything wrong. Stop kicking the shit out of yourself.

You shouldn’t have left. That was the root of it all. Like I could be in charge. I couldn’t handle my own love life.

“Reading between the lines here,” Thunder interrupted our mental talk, “but this meeting is really for Belle, yes?”

“She left.” I stood, pushing back my chair. Something needed to fill the hollow she’d left. “If that’s all we have to talk about, I have an appointment with some shot glasses.”

“She’ll be—” Ivory started, but Tank cut her off.

“That’s not why we’re here. I want to bring Ruin on as co-leader and run more of our operations through him. Everyone cool with that?”

A chorus of: Cool. Yes. Right on. About time.

“What?” I sat down hard. “Why?”

“Because the Ten need to be able to work if Angel and I can’t use our brainpower. Anyone needs to be able to take charge, and you’ve proven that you can.”

“You so sure about that?” I wasn’t.

I am, Tank continued. I would’ve asked you first, but you know you would’ve shot me down before you saw how much the team appreciates you.

“You’re a leader, Ru-boy.” Panther pushed back his chair and pulled Ivory up with him. “We’re playing the get-out-of-meeting free card. Nobody be late for the wedding. Or hungover.” He cast a glance at Steel.

“We’d be the worst wedding party ever if we weren’t hungover.” Steel shook his head. “No one’s going to disrespect you like that, Pan.”

“He can do as he likes.” Ivory pulled Pan for the door. “I’ll ice his feet in place if he can’t stand.”

“Damn straight!” Steel grinned.

The hero business was not for the sane.


Chapter Eleven

Belle

It was my first time hitchhiking and I was punch-pleased when the van that picked me up belonged to a salesman instead of a serial killer. Good old Tony was headed home at the end of his night and took me as far as a gas station in Baldwin, Long Island.

I’d left my purse at the studio with my real shoes, so there was no point in going into the mini-mart. Ryan’s hoodie was all I had, and I was grateful for it. I collapsed on the curb next to the stack of propane tanks and tucked my knees inside the fabric. My exhaustion ran deeper than the bridge walk. When I thought I was free, I’d felt invigorated. Now I realized how much whatever Jenny did had taken it out of me.

No news vans here, but I pulled up my hood anyway. Last thing I needed was to get spotted. First thing I needed was a plan.

Going home was not an option. I’d need a job if I wanted to keep my apartment, but all I’d ever done was dance. Where could I work that would pay me enough to make rent?

Nowhere. Maybe three or four somewheres at once—a combination of Starbucks, cocktail waitressing, nannying and sleep deprivation—but it would take too much time to line up the jobs.

That penthouse I’d been promised was sounding better and better.

I was going to end up calling Ryan. He was the only solid thing I had. 

Maybe he hadn’t told the whole truth, but after everything else he’d done for me, I could get over it. His mom might even hire me to teach at her studio.

I flicked away a mosquito. The powers were the problem.

I’d gotten rid of them so I could dance like before, but now I could only dance like an amateur. Was it better to be a graceful force of destruction or a clumsy beginner?

The idea of starting over…

I’d spent too many years getting where I was. It would take just as many to get back, and I wasn’t getting any younger. Even if I avoided injuries, my muscles would never be the same.

Couldn’t do it.

That left me two choices. Give up dance or give Jenny a call.

I certainly needed to talk to someone. Not Ryan just yet. I needed to be a little more composed so I wouldn’t be a bitch and screw over our relationship anymore.

The fact that I could decide whether or not I wanted super powers was my biggest hang up. My life was always a straight path toward one goal, and I’d made every choice that could get me where I wanted to be. As much as I needed to dance, I wasn’t sure what I’d do with powers.

A guy brushed past and almost bumped me off the curb on his way into the store. Rude.

But I was taking up space. If I wasn’t going to sleep in the chip aisle, I needed to do something.

Ivory or Angel. One of them could give me advice. There wasn’t a pay phone—if gas stations still had those—and I didn’t have change anyway. Maybe the manager would take pity on a ballerina hobo and let me use the store phone.

I strode through the automatic doors. “Do you have a…”

Gun.

The asshole who’d pushed me held his gun to the clerk’s face. He’d found a ski mask somewhere.

“Don’t you move!” He fixed the gun on me.

Cold clarity seeped through my limbs. I lifted my hands, but I wasn’t afraid. The guy’s beard poked out of his mask’s mouth hole. Who did that?

Because I wasn’t a threat, the robber jabbed his gun into the clerk’s chest. “Money now!”

The clerk fumbled at the register, struggling to open the door as his hands shook. If I had my powers, I could’ve obliterated the thief. Now I was a helpless girl in bloody ballet slippers.

Red flashed at the corner of my eye. Ruin?

No. He wasn’t coming to rescue me this time. Instead a bulletin flashed across the TV screen bolted the wall. And guess who was on the evening news?

“Excuse me, sir?” My hands were already up, so I pointed at the monitor. “You know I’m M-Ten, right?”

His eyes flicked to the TV and the headline couldn’t have been better. Belle Fury—Crazed? There I was on the screen, in the same outfit, looking like I was about to jump off a bridge. That was some street cred.

“I’m having a bad day.” I lowered my hands and jammed them in the hoodie’s front pocket. “Can we not get violent?”

The gun barrel leveled at my face. That wasn’t right. Shouldn’t he just run?

“Seriously.” I pointed a slippered toe. “I’m not chasing you in these. Go away and we’ll pretend this didn’t happen.”

The clerk slid the bag of money across the counter, and the gunman jammed it in his jacket. Then he put both hands on the gun, steadying his shaking arm. “You try to stop me and I’ll do it.”

“Go ahead.” I stepped to the side. “I mean, go ahead and leave. I don’t really want to get shot at.”

He kept his gaze locked on mine, but my eyes weren’t the right place to look. Washed up or not, I was still pretty flexible. I caught his ankle with my toe and the gunman went down.

Bang. Bang.

One of the shots blew the bulb overhead. As sparks rained down, I wrestled the money away. He lost the gun and scrabbled backward, practically rolling out the door on his way into a sprint.

My pulse raced. That wasn’t so hard. 

The clerk peeked out from under the counter, wide-eyed. I set the bag of money down. “Can I use your phone?”

“Ma’am…”

“Yeah?” I looked along the ceiling. Where did the other shot go? It was a good thing he’d miss—

Son of a sea biscuit.

A fountain of blood sprang from my arm. It was like that moment after stubbing a toe. With lots more blood. The pain hadn’t caught up yet. I pressed against the wound. “Really need to use your phone.”

He already had his cell out. “I’m calling 911.”

“How do you call the M-Ten, again?” I leaned over the counter and grabbed the landline. Blood dripped into the display packs of Orbit gum.

“Call 119.”

He started to talk to the operator, but I tuned him out. It took all of my concentration to punch the buttons and keep pressing against the blood. Good thing it was only three numbers.

“Manhattan Ten, what’s your emergency?”

“This is Belle. I want Ry—er—Red Ruin.”

“Hold please, Ms. Fury.”

Ms. Fury? I cackled and the clerk shot me a look. Maybe I was losing it. Who cared? I just wanted to talk to Ryan one more time.





Red Ruin

I went back to the couch in my office, but managed not to pour another glass of Jack. Wasn’t in the mood anymore. The team had faith in me, and that was great, but I didn’t need more responsibility. I needed a vacation. Ideally one with Belle, a beach and a suitcase full of bikinis.

Guy could dream.

The phone rang, but it was too dark to read the caller-ID. I grabbed the receiver. “Yeah?”

“Ryan?”

I sat up so fast my lightning flashed. “Belle? Where are you?”

“Long Island.”

What the? Why? Didn’t matter. “Just come back.”

“That’s kind of why I called.” Static crackled on the line. 

Maybe it was lightning flashing up and down my arm with the phone. “I’m sorry. Honestly. I wanted to keep you here, but not as a prisoner.”

“I know. I’m stubborn and you scare me, and I wouldn’t say that if not for…” Commotion sounded in the background.

“I’ll come get you.” I broke for the elevator. “Where exactly?”

“Hairless victory.” She cackled. “Tony told me that. Baldwin. Bald-win. Hairless victory. Get it?”

I stared at the phone. That was off for Belle. Sarcastic, yeah. But punny? “You sure you’re okay?”

“I just wanted to talk to you.” 

My lightning surged so hard I was going to bust the elevator. “I’m glad.”

“But the ambulance is here, so I have to go. Bye, Ryan.”

Ambulance? “Belle? Belle!”

“She passed out.” A man spoke over the line. “We’re taking her to the hospital.”

“What. Happened.” 

“Gunshot.”

And click.

My lightning stilled. What good were fucking super powers if they couldn’t save Belle? Where? And gunshot? How?

Screw that. All the resources we had? I’d find her.

Office workers tripped out of the way as I blew through the office like a human power transformer. Angel sat at her desk. Right there on one of her monitors, Belle stood on a bridge. How the hell did she get from there to Long Island? 

Time to figure that out. “She’s hurt. Get on the police scanners and find out what happened.”

Angel clicked into frantic typist mode. 

“Where’s Jenny?”

“Tank’s office.” She already had up the police radio. She’d get the info if Jenny couldn’t get it faster.

I didn’t knock.

Jenny sat in Tank’s lap, looking at something on the computer. His arm around her. All perfect couple and shit.

“No.” Tank already knew what was up. 

“Yes.” You both owe me. I’d pretzeled myself to give them time together.

“Do I have to mind read too?” Jenny glanced between us.

“Belle’s hurt.” I met Jenny’s gaze. I needed her permission, not Tank’s. “I need you to teleport me there.”

“Of course.” She hopped off Tank’s lap. “Where? No. I’ll find her.” Her eyes glazed, but she swatted Tank’s arm. “Don’t distract me. It’s for a good cause.”

“If you get hurt—”

Jenny’s eyes focused enough to glare. “Belle is hurt. Don’t be selfish with your best friend. Especially when it’s not your decision.”

Knew I’d always liked her.

Sorry, brother, Tank said. Didn’t mean it like that. Go find her.

“Got her.” Jenny grabbed my hand. “This could be bumpy.”

Flash.

The motion of teleporting hit me in a split-second of trippy color and we popped into the back of an ambulance with sirens blaring. Jenny tipped into the EMT. “Motherf—!”

“Belle.” She lay on the stretcher, neck braced. So much blood. “What’s wrong with her?” I hoisted the EMT up by his shirt.

“R-red Ruin? How—” He blinked for a second before he remembered he was on the job. “Never mind. Gunshot. She’s lost a lot of blood, but not enough to be like this.”

“It’s because I took her powers.” Jenny hauled herself to her feet, but she wasn’t steady. “I couldn’t believe she stayed conscious, and she hasn’t been taking it easy since then.”

“Is she…in danger?” I couldn’t say it.

The EMT went back to work on her. “If you’ve got any super tricks, you’d better use them.”

“Her powers.” I steadied Jenny. “You have to.” If Belle didn’t want them, Jenny could reverse it. Right now we weren’t playing around.

“Just catch me after.” Jenny pushed the EMT aside and leaned in.

Something flashed, and Jenny went down. This time I caught her before she hit anything.

Belle’s eyes creaked open. I set Jenny down as gently as I could and grabbed Belle’s hand. “You’re okay. You’ll be fine.”

Her eyes fluttered closed, but her color started to return. I finally let myself breathe. 


Chapter Twelve

Belle

“How does it look?”

The voice made my eyes creak open. Everything was white.

Ivory stood in the middle of a pool of fabric that matched her name. Her bodice laced up to a collar of diamonds.

It did not make sense.

“There she is.” Angel sashayed over in her pale blue mermaid dress. “The doctor said you’d be up soon.”

“I got shot.” I lay in a hospital bed, though I’d never been in a hospital with mahogany cabinets before. “Where’s Ryan?” I remembered him being there, holding my hand.

“You’re in our hospital wing, and Ryan is downstairs pretending to be a good groomsman.” Angel checked her phone. “Though he’s probably due for another attempt to sneak in.”

“You should put on your dress before he does.” Ivory set a garment bag at the foot of the bed. I sat up—my arm was stiff in its bandages, but it felt fine, really. I felt fine…at least until I unzipped the bag and a pale blue bridesmaid’s dress slipped out. “You put me in the wedding?”

“Of course.” Ivory had to lift up pounds of skirts to move closer to the bed. “Angel found one of your costumers. It’s perfectly tailored.”

“Can I?” I gestured to the bandage enveloping my arm. I had gotten shot and all. Pretty recently, if I was doing the math correctly.

“You’re cleared as long as you take it easy. We had a scare, but the transfer of energy healed you most of the way after Jenny returned your powers.” Angel smacked her forehead. “I should’ve told you that first.”

“It’s okay.” I would’ve asked for them back eventually. “Where is Jenny?” I needed to thank her.

“Herding the men into tuxedoes and limousines.” Angel helped me swing my feet over the side of the bed. “They’re worse than cats.”

“There’s no hurry.” Ivory patted my shoulder. She was probably the first bride in history to say those words. “We’ll help you dress.”

Good thing. It took all three of us to wedge me into the gown with my bum arm. But the dress fit perfectly. Angel did my makeup and Ivory gathered my hair into an elaborate up-do with strands of ice diamonds. Apparently they’d stay there until my next shower. Not too shabby for a gunshot victim.

I wasn’t sure if I was grateful to be included or totally overwhelmed. My toes wouldn’t stop tapping.

I wanted to see Ryan.

“We’re ready.” Angel did a last sweep of the room, making sure we took everything we needed. “Need help with the dress, Ivory?”

“Help Belle.” She twisted the skirts up so she could grab them and somehow jammed herself through the doorway.

Angel supported me downstairs. I’d gone from total alpha bitch to bridesmaid in a few days. Who would have thought? I’d even join the book club if the offer were still on the table.

A limo waited in the garage. No Ryan yet. I’d really wanted to talk to him before the wedding.

“Don’t worry.” Angel helped me in. “The boys are meeting us there.”

“What form do you think Panther will take for the ceremony?” Ivory flashed a grin at Angel.

“God help him if he’s sitting at the end of that aisle as a cat.” Angel straightened her skirt. “I’ll kill him.”

“No matter.” Ivory waved a hand, but she shot me a wink. “Panther is panther.”

“There will be no meowed vows at this ceremony.”

I cracked a smile. I could get used to this.

We pulled up to the massive church, and camera flashes pierced the tinted windows. That wasn’t going to be as easy to deal with.

“Chins up, ladies.” Angel slid out of the limo first. With her pulling and me giving a one-armed push from behind, we got Ivory and her skirt out whole.

Cheers erupted. I took a deep breath. How was I going to do this? It wasn’t like it was my wedding day, with Ryan waiting for me at the altar. Did he even want to speak to me after all this?

“Your escort’s here.” Angel peered into the limo and smiled. “Try not to hold up the ceremony.”

My…?

Ryan filled the doorway. Sweet Jesus. Tuxedos were made for him. His eyes popped with hazel in the flashing light from the thousand photographers trying to get a shot of us. “They wouldn’t let me see you sooner.”

“I know.” I held out my arms.

He climbed into the limo, closing us in our own world, and folded me in his arms. Careful with my bandages, I sank into him. This was too good to stay away from.

“What were you thinking?” His fingers pressed harder into my good arm.

“I wasn’t.” Not at all. Having super powers had ruined my sense of danger.

Ryan laid his head on my shoulder. “One hundred and thirty dollars.”

“What?”

“That’s how much the guy would’ve gotten away with.”

“Oops.”

“Guess you’re a hero after all.”

“He pushed me. And his beard was ridiculous.” 

Ryan sighed. “Those aren’t good reasons to get yourself shot.”

“I know.” I didn’t plan on being in the line of fire again until I figured out if my powers could deflect bullets. Maybe if I spun fast enough.

“You sure you’re up for this?” Ryan pulled back but didn’t let go of me. I hoped he wouldn’t. “I’d rather you were resting.”

“I’ll be fine. I want to go.” And Angel had found me padded flats instead of stilettos like hers. Even then I might be wobbly, but I could do it. “Just don’t let me fall?”

“No problem there.” Ryan twined our fingers together. “Ready?”

I couldn’t see the flash bulbs as we walked toward the church. Just Ryan. My world had shrunk to him, but as far as I could tell, that was no sacrifice.

The photographers weren’t allowed inside. The M-Ten and their dates took up the first row of pews, and the rest of the church was an ice palace. Icicles hung from the rafters, ice roses scattered over the floor and altar and frost spun a crazy beautiful pattern over the stained glass. Now I got why the bridesmaids dresses came with heavy shawls.

The cutest little woman with whiskers I’d ever seen had to be Panther’s mother, but she wasn’t the only out-of-towner. The priest was a seven-foot tribesman, who sealed Ivory and Panther’s hands together in a block of ice. That was a wedding vow.

Ryan and I locked eyes through the ceremony. I wasn’t sure how I’d walked away from him before. I wouldn’t be able to again. I was at my limit just standing across the aisle from him. Like the scrap of snowy carpet was too far away.

The whole crew retreated to a fancy restaurant for the reception. On the way back to the limo, a crowd of photographers broke the line and got hit with a blast of snow. Ivory beamed.

Ryan hugged me to his side.

This was real.

In time, the rest would fall together.





Six months later

The ritual Devil Dog did nothing for my nerves. 

“Five minutes!” the stage tech called. He didn’t need to yell. This show was solo.

Just me and a packed Madison Square Garden. With the whole floor, and a specially designed stage, I could take the spotlight again.

Probably.

Six months was a long time between shows, and this was no classical ballet. The music, costumes and choreography were brand new. It was so revolutionary it was getting broadcast worldwide.

No pressure.

I peeked through the curtain. The M-Ten packed the VIP box. The crowd tittered at the sight of them all together as much as it did for the show.

Tank caught me looking and pointed the heroes’ attention my way. They whooped and cheered. I smiled. My family cared after all. Maybe not the one I’d been born into, but it was a good trade.

“Too early for flowers?” Ryan sported a massive bouquet of red roses. They fell as I jumped into his arms.

“It’s never too early for flowers.” I squeezed him tight.

“Go get ’em.” He kissed me hard.

The curtain lifted and the spotlight came down.

I was ready.

Oohs and aahhs were the only sounds I heard as I flew. Almost literally. I jumped to the rafters and twirled my way down.

This was what I was meant for and I was only touching the surface.

I heard my friends’ voices over the arena’s cheers. When I bowed out after a second encore, they waited backstage.

I fell into Ryan’s arms again. 

He hugged me tight. “Finally found a stage to do you justice.”

“Anyone up for a bank robbery?” Tank hung up his cell. 

“Teambuilding exercise?” Thunder cracked his knuckles.

“And clubs after.” Steel handed me another huge bouquet. “We’ve got to celebrate.”

“In this outfit?” Jenny pointed a toe, demonstrating a stiletto.

“Why not?” It would too much fun seeing the bad guys’ faces when I started kicking their asses in a tutu.
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That cold day in hell? It’s here…



Ivory
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Manhattan Ten, Book 2

If Ivory’s fellow flight attendants whisper that she has ice in her veins, they’d be right. She’s spent years ruthlessly suppressing her dangerous ice powers, pretending she didn’t grow up wild on the tundra.

Her legendary coolness has held solid—until a crazed attacker snaps her composure, unleashing her ice beast and blowing her cover. And she’s not sure if the man who defuses the situation is any less dangerous.

When Panther’s trans-Atlantic catnap is interrupted by Ivory’s ice spear through his mark’s gut, he doesn’t hesitate to claim her as one of the Manhattan Ten. It’s the only way to shield her from prosecution. It doesn’t hurt that the Nordic beauty puts his inner cat on the prowl.

Panther tempts Ivory in every smoldering way, but to let him melt her resistance is a risk she can’t afford. But when her past rises up to claim her, Pan is caught in the crossfire…and the only way to save him is to let the beast claim her, body and soul.

Warning: Contains one smoldering ice vixen and the sexy beast man who wants to get his claws all over her. Make sure your icemaker is in tip-top shape before reading. Mukluks optional.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Ivory:

Eight hours out of Auckland, the plane’s temperature controls fizzled. Instant passenger meltdown followed and call buttons lit the aisles like stars on the tundra.

In the oppressive heat and recycled air, my coworkers wilted. Red-cheeked and dripping sweat, they fetched non-stop drinks for the passengers, filling their plastic cups with sorry, melted ice cubes.

I handed my passenger a frosty cold can of Heineken. “Anything else, sir?”

“No. Thanks.” The man pressed the iced-over can to his neck, and his head lolled back in bliss.

Rewa scowled at me from the opposite side of the drink cart. Her hair lay plastered to her face, and she muttered about switching sides on the next run. Trading positions wouldn’t make her cans any colder. 

I wouldn’t use my powers on a routine flight, but chilled drinks were harmless, and I was enjoying myself. When I pressed my hand to my cheek, it felt almost lukewarm. The cold lived in my family’s blood, and such warmth was a rare treat.

We docked the drink cart in the galley, and I left Rewa to commiserate with the others. When I checked my reflection, I didn’t blame them for the dirty looks. My tight bun hadn’t shifted all flight, and my fair skin was the same smooth porcelain as always. Should I mist myself to hide the difference?

No. If the droplets froze against my forehead, I’d hardly blend with the regular humans and no one who noticed my lack of sweat would realize what they were really seeing.

“Val?” I snapped my mirror shut as one of the first-class attendants approached, looking as harassed as the ladies in coach. “Can you pop up to first? Janna might have heat stroke.”

“Of course.” First-class passengers were fussy, and on this flight, I was the best equipped to handle their complaints.

For what they paid, I’d be fussy too.

The first-class cabin was tucked upstairs, away from the gaze of the commoners. It wasn’t as crowded as coach, but the heat still rose. A few more degrees and I might have broken a sweat.

Despite the plush lounge chairs and carcasses of tiny alcohol bottles—or maybe because of the alcohol bottles—misery hung in the heat-choked air. The worst off was the screaming infant in the first row. The mother’s hugging and rocking were all in good faith but weren’t helping matters, and her designer makeup looked like a melted mask.

Babies could be forgiven in most situations, but with no air-conditioning, the other passengers might mutiny.

“May I, ma’am?” I opened my arms to the child.

She probably wasn’t in the habit of handing her child to strangers, but she took a long look at me. The wheels turned as she noted my cool skin and untouched complexion. Maybe she caught the chill off my hands. She handed the baby girl over.

“What’s her name?” I patted the baby’s downy head, taking care not to cool too fast.

The woman pulled a cleansing cloth from her Birkin bag. “Madeline.” She wiped down her face and shuddered when she checked her mirror.

I rocked Madeline, and as her temperature fell, her cries silenced. “That’s a good girl.” By the time I handed her back, she was drooling with sleep.

“Whatever they’re paying you, I’ll double it if you ever want to nanny.” The woman shifted the girl into the crook of her arm.

I smiled. Money was a poor substitute for traveling the world, and I’d plenty left to see. But I was glad to have helped the baby. “Can I get you anything?”

“All set.” She flicked off her light.

Quieting the child had leveled down the tension, but it was far too hot for real comfort. Janna wasn’t the only one dealing with heat stroke. The passengers looked a dangerous combination of limp and furious.

I knew I shouldn’t use my ice so obviously, but this was past the point that I could look away. As I strode down the aisle, I released the cold inside me.

It bled away from me like mist, invisible to human eyes, though it would’ve showed on a thermal camera. I doubted any of the passengers had one of those in their seat.

One man in disheveled Armani shot me a hard look, but I returned a pleasant smile, and he turned around. As long as no one snapped, I could handle a sour glance or two.

In fractions of degrees, the cabin cooled. Tucked in the back corner, I found a man asleep under his blanket. Curled in on himself, he couldn’t hide his massive height, and his skin was so dark it approached black.

He must have been sweltering.

“Sir?” It wasn’t good policy to wake customers, but I couldn’t let him sweat himself to death.

His eyes opened, instantly alert and shocking yellow. He hadn’t been sleeping, and I couldn’t imagine how he’d been comfortable. 

Instinctively, I took a step back from him. “Sorry to disturb you. I wasn’t sure if you’d suffocated.”

“I like the heat.” The man smiled slow and lazy, his white teeth vivid against his dark skin. As he cast the blanket aside and unfolded, my old hunting instincts tensed. I’d known he was large, but I hadn’t expected his frame to be so muscular.

Taller than me. That was rare.

He radiated a predator’s energy that needled at too many parts of me. His coloring—yellow against black—and the carved shape of his body were exquisite.

His eyes felt like hands as they worked their way up to my nametag. “Valdís. Where’s that from?” 

“Scandinavia.” I’d been named for the lady of the dead, which most found morbid but was the highest compliment from my people. Another reason I didn’t talk about such things. “Can I get you anything, sir?”

Just standing next to him, the hairs at the back of my neck lifted. Some part was an unavoidable flush of attraction. With that body and those eyes, I couldn’t help myself.

The rest?

Primal response. This man was a hunter, and even relaxed into the leather seat, he represented such a physical threat that my suppressed powers stirred. If I stayed long enough, I’d be forced to respond. That would mean shattering my carefully maintained cool and risking the life I’d carved for myself. No man was worth that. No matter how much man he was.

And he was.

“Hmm.” He leaned in, forcing me to back away from his palpable body heat. “Just wondering how a stone-cold goddess like you ended up a stewardess.” He grinned a cat’s grin, pleased he’d figured me out, if that was what he’d done.

I went colder than usual but kept my mask. “Sorry, sir. I have to see to the other passengers.”

As I retreated to the galley, I could practically feel his gaze on my back. I pulled the curtain closed like I was draping myself in armor.

Retreat didn’t suit me. I fisted my hand and the hard ice in my blood seeped into my palm. I ached to draw it out into a spear and run across the frigid wastes like I had as a girl. No fear. No knowledge of anything else. I never would’ve let his challenge go unmatched. Things were different now.


He was born to be a weapon. For her, he must learn to be a hero.



Phoenix Rising
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The Phoenix Institute, Book 1

Since birth, Alec Farley has been trained to be a living weapon. His firestarter and telekinetic abilities have been honed to deadly perfection by the Resource, a shadowy anti-terrorist organization—the only family he has ever known. What the Resource didn’t teach him, though, is how to play well with others.

When psychologist Beth Nakamora meets Alec to help him work on his people skills, she’s hit with a double-barreled first impression. He’s hot in more ways than one. And her first instinct is to rescue him from his insular existence.

Her plan to kidnap and deprogram him goes awry when her latent telepathic ability flares, turning Alec’s powers off. Hoping close proximity will reignite his flame, she leads him by the hand through a world he’s never known. And something else flares: Alec’s anger over everything he’s been denied. Especially the passion that melds his mind and body with hers.

The Resource, however, isn’t going to let anything—or anyone—steal its prime investment. Alec needs to be reminded where his loyalties lie…starting with breaking his trust in the woman he’s come to love.

Warning: Contains telekinetic sex, nuclear explosion sex hot enough to melt steel, and various and sundry swear words.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Phoenix Rising:

“I’m sorry for staring. I’ve haven’t seen your equipment up close before.”

“Hah!” He sat in an easy chair to lace up his boots. “You know you can see my equipment anytime you ask.”

“Um, that’s not quite what I had in mind.” Alec had charmed her. Lansing had been right about that. She hadn’t counted on him being so genuinely interested in her.

At least she’d had the willpower not to touch Alec’s hand and risk that intense jolt of energy a second time. Just being around him was seductive enough.

Alec shrugged at her refusal, walked back to the bed and loaded a clip into his handgun. Some sort of pistol, though she had no idea exactly what kind. Philip would have known. Alec’s eyes narrowed as he double-checked the weapon. For a moment, he was completely the competent military officer.

Satisfied, he set it down and turned to face her. He frowned, on uncertain ground again.

“Did anyone ever show you a life without guns?”

He raised one of those perfect eyebrows, oozing more confidence than ten men. Who wouldn’t have that confidence, if fire literally danced to their command?

“You know, I thought Lansing agreed too quickly to send you. Did he want you to check up on me?”

“No.” But it would be like Lansing to say that he had.

“Hah. I think you’re a bad liar, counselor. A life without guns? That’s the kind of leading question that he uses to test me.”

“I’m not lying.” Not about that. “No, it’s the first time I’ve seen you prepare for a mission. It worries me.” She looked down at the dark carpet and scuffed her feet. “I have doubts about what you’re doing. I think you’re not seeing the big picture.” Like how your foster father is using you to gain power and influence, at the risk of your life. “You don’t have to put your gift to this use. There are so many other things you can do that don’t involve violence.”

Or the possibility of being killed.

Philip had been terrified at letting her walk into danger. Looking at Alec, she knew how Philip felt. Just how dangerous was this mission tonight?

“Only I can do what I can do,” Alec said.

“Which is all the more reason not to risk your life so recklessly.” She was pushing too hard, out of fear. No choice now. She’d run out of time.

“I’m not reckless,” he said. “I’m as careful as I can be.”

“With weapons and body armor? If you’re doing something careful, you don’t need them.”

He buckled on the body armor and walked over to her, so that they were only a few feet apart. He towered over her, even more than Lansing, but she didn’t feel the least bit afraid of him, not since their first meeting. He wouldn’t hurt her. Despite his work as a soldier, there was no meanness in him. She rubbed her arm, remembering Lansing’s anger. Alec wasn’t like him at all.

“I like doing this,” Alec said. “I make a difference. It’s what I’m trained for.”

“Yes, I know. But you never had a say in any of that training. You’ve told me that.”

“Fighting the bad guys is family tradition.” He straightened. “Lansing’s too old now, so it’s my turn. It happens all the time. Daz has the same deal, on both the American and the Filipino sides of his family.”

“Daz didn’t grow up isolated in this place.”

“Yeah, well, Daz didn’t have to worry about accidentally burning down the schoolyard as a kid. I did.” He shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you seriously trying to talk me out of going tonight? C’mon.”

“I’m trying to get you to reconsider what you’ve been forced into doing for your entire life. There’s a whole world out there you haven’t seen.”

She walked over to the coffee table, reached down and brushed her fingertips over the gun. Her hand trembled. The gun looked like the same kind that her kidnappers had used, years ago. If he stayed with the Resource, Alec might become like those men, using any ends to justify the means.

“Hey! What’s with the nerves? Where’s my competent, no-nonsense counselor?”

The gun rose from the coffee table, floating in air. She turned and followed its flight. He snatched the gun out of midair with a smile and holstered it.

“See?” he said. “I control the guns, not the other way around.”

“And who controls you?”

His chest, Kevlar vest and all, rose and fell in a deep sigh. “I know someone in this room who’s trying to control me. What’s wrong, Beth?” He walked to her and lifted her chin with two fingers, his dark eyes crinkling around the edges.

“This is not a life you chose, this is a life that’s been imposed on you, from birth.”

“And?” His fingertips moved along her jaw, in a soft caress. I should move away. It feels too good. But he’s listening.

“I’m scared. About this mission, about you being locked up inside the Resource forever.” Deathly afraid, so afraid her stomach felt like a heavy lump of coal. “There’s so much you don’t know about the Resource and about Lansing, so much you don’t understand. And you need to know it before it kills you.”

“Hey, I know Lansing can be a bastard. And that he’s overprotective and controlling. I’m working on it. But it doesn’t change the fact that this is my job.” Alec leaned closer to her face. “We can talk about that another time.”

“Do you really think there’s going to be another time?” Her voice rose, almost panicked now. She wasn’t getting through. “What if you get hurt tonight?”

“Look, this cell might have a dirty bomb. They need to be stopped, and I’m the one who can do it. I have to do this, right now.”

“Just that simple?”

“Yep. I walk away, people get hurt. I do my job, people are saved. That’s the deal, that’s my life. You analyze things too much.” He cupped her face in his hand. “But if it took this mission to find out you care, then good.”

She shuddered. Wrong, wrong, she shouldn’t let him touch her like this. Yet it felt like he touched her somewhere far deeper than her skin. A shiver, like the one from their first meeting, traveled from her neck to her toes, setting her nerves jangling. “This is wrong.”

“The mission isn’t wrong,” he said, misunderstanding her. “Relax.” His face was less than an inch from her lips and his breath fell on her cheek. Her skin felt inflamed, sensitive to the slightest movement of his hands.

He kissed her.

His lips were softer than she had expected, tender, not at all like his casual, even macho, confidence. She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around his neck, feeling those strong muscles and pulling him against her, intensifying their contact, even as her mind screamed in protest. This is not what I came for!

Her body became enveloped in that strange energy, alive as never before. It was like the kiss had a second level, one which she responded to instinctively, creating a living connection between them. He drew her lips apart with his tongue, still tender, still allowing her the chance to back away. But she opened her mouth to him instead, her whole self consumed with wanting to touch him, her face flushed with desire. She grabbed the buckles of his body armor for balance, her equilibrium lost along with her reason.

He crushed her against him, no longer tender, a bruising kiss demanding conquest. She allowed him full control, despite the buckles digging into her shoulder. He lifted her completely off her feet and brought her up to his eye level.

“Beth,” he breathed, brushing his lips against her neck before moving back to her mouth.

Her mind whirled, too lost to remember that she should stop him. She wanted him too much. The air heated up, warming them. The papers on the coffee table began to smoke.

Startled, she broke the kiss. There was a momentary disorientation, like a soft mental slap. The tingling stopped. Her skin went cold.

She let her head fall to his shoulder and closed her eyes. Her last chance to reach Alec and she’d blown it. More, she’d crossed all ethical boundaries. Yet his arms around her felt so right.

Alec spun around and set her into his easy chair. He swallowed, breathing heavily, his face and neck flushed. Staring at the papers on the table, he reached out a hand and they burst into real flame. He twisted his wrist, calling to the fire. It came to him, wrapping itself around his wrist like a bracelet. He smiled, blinked, and the fire vanished.

He whistled through his teeth. “Wow. You are some kind of hot, counselor, to set me off like that. I usually have to think about creating fire.”
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This is one diva with killer moves…



Manhattan Ten, Book 3

Belle Fabian has worked her toes to the bone to become an internationally renowned ballerina. When the curtains rise on her career-making performance of Giselle, she brings down the house—literally.

Mid-dance, she manifests a superpower that nearly destroys the Metropolitan Opera House, wiping out a line of chorus girls and sending the audience dashing for the exits. As she flees the theater, she assumes the worst. Her hard-won career is over.

The Manhattan Ten’s leader is playing hooky with his new lady, so it falls to Red Ruin to round up the super-powered danseur. It’s just one small, bird-boned woman hiding in a convenience store. How hard could it be? 

Their first encounter generates sparks that border nuclear and their chemistry sends Belle’s powers into overdrive, but their perfect storm of passion is marred by her suspicion that Ruin is holding back. That secret that could turn the sweet burn of Ruin’s lightning into a permanent scar on her heart.



Warning: Contains one lightning-hot hero and a not-so-blushing ballerina. May cause third-degree burns and spontaneous tango.
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