
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


First loves only lead to broken hearts.  That’s what Tori Bianchi has been telling herself for two decades.  That and she doesn’t have the time for love, what with running part of her family’s organized crime syndicate as the brutal and ruthless crimeboss, Torch, and leaping over rooftops as the self-appointed vigilante superhero, Firebolt.  But when she makes a mistake on a run that starts the entire criminal underworld gunning for her, she must reluctantly face the only man who she ever trusted.

Once burned, twice shy.  Eric Harris knows he made an unforgivable choice twenty years ago.  A more superstitious man might suspect that’s where it all started to go wrong for him and his family.  He’d give anything to make things right with Tori, but all he can do is stand between her and danger, even when she makes it clear that it’s the last place she wants him to be.

Buried embers burn the hottest.  Keeping their distance isn’t doing anything to tamp down the rekindled flames between these former lovers.  With their lives and the lives of those they care about on the line, not to mention the survival of the lalassu as a whole, they can’t ignore the sparks.  Will the flames transform their feelings into steel or burn them to ash?

Find out in this thrilling conclusion to the Lalassu series!

"Fans of high-stakes paranormal romance will enjoy this tale of a woman trying to manage life as the reluctant heir to her family's criminal organization in a town affected by the existence of superpowers." Virge B., Red Adept Editing
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Giggling completely undermines any attempt to look badass. The mental chiding didn’t stop the excited squeals escaping Tori’s lips as she hurried along the deserted corridor at Pressing On Gym. At one in the morning, the twenty-four-hour gym was mostly empty aside from a few die-hard mirror jockeys, but she still glanced around nervously as she punched in the access code for the storage room.

The door opened faster than she expected. Before she could react, a hand snaked out and grabbed her wrist. Her shriek cut off as she was yanked inside.

“Sorry.” From his lopsided grin, her boyfriend, Eric Harris, wasn’t feeling apologetic.

Tori raised one eyebrow, long practice allowing her to keep a neutral expression. “Feeling impatient, are we?”

The grin faded. “You said twelve thirty. I was starting to worry that your dad had caught you sneaking out.”

“And what if I’d been Mrs. Pressing coming to get extra gym mats?” A giggle sneaked out despite her determination to stay cool.

Eric closed the space between them, his face going all sexy smolder as he slid his hands around her waist. “Then I wouldn’t be doing this.”

Tori didn’t have a lot of experience with kissing, but she doubted she would ever find a hotter kisser than him. When his lips touched hers, every slight movement sent flares surging through her core. She forgot everything except wanting more. More kisses. More touching. More skin on skin.

She slid her hands underneath his T-shirt, delighting in exploring the masculine flesh underneath.

He growled in appreciation, pinning her against the door with his hips. The firm bulge behind his shorts excited and terrified her in equal measure. Society told her that good girls didn’t go all the way. Her family was big on traditional values and expectations, especially since she was her father’s only child.

Yet when she was with Eric, her entire body screamed for completion. She wanted to tear his clothes off and lose herself in sweat-slicked union. She dreamed about him constantly. In her nocturnal fantasies, she spread her legs for him, and he moved inside her. She woke with the after-echoes of orgasm vibrating inside and increasing desperation to make the dream into reality.

Fuck it. I’m nineteen. I’m on the pill. And we love each other. They’d talked about plans for the future. Once she was twenty-one, she would inherit the trust from her grandparents, and she could join Eric and his family, no matter what her father said. I don’t want to wait any longer.

Acting on her reckless decision, she reached into his pants. He broke the kiss, tilting his head back to moan as she cupped his rigid cock.

She loved how powerful she felt as she caressed him. His entire body shook with the effort of controlling himself. He might have been strong enough to bend steel with his bare hands, but in that moment, he was helpless in her grasp.

Even as the thought crossed her mind, he jerked his hips backward. His hands left her body and braced against the wall. His ragged breaths panted against her shoulder.

“Fuck, Tori,” he groaned. “I need a minute, or I’m going to tear off those skin-tight torture devices pretending to be shorts and bury myself in you.”

His words sent a delicious shiver along her spine. Don’t back off now. “Maybe that’s what I want too.”

When he lifted his head, he resembled a primal godling, all brooding inky eyes and night-dark curls framing his face. “What?”

She smoothed his hair back from his face. “I want you to make love to me.”

“You can’t mean that...” He stepped back and glanced around the dusty storage room full of broken exercise equipment and unused mats. “You deserve better than this. Your first time should be in a fancy hotel with, like, champagne and roses.”

“I don’t need champagne and roses. Or a fancy hotel.” She crossed her arms and lifted the hem of her tank top, pulling it over her head. A wry smile curled her lips as she remembered how often he’d told her how pretty her breasts were and how seeing them was enough to make him forget himself. “I just want you.”

He groaned, rubbing his face. “That’s not playing fair.”

His half-hearted protest ignited her inner vixen. A provocative smile curved her lips. “I’m not playing.”

“Tori, you know I want to... Oh sweet gods, do I want to.” His voice roughened on the second half, turning into a sexy rasp. “But what about your family... and mine?”

“Our families are doing business together.” She shrugged and stepped forward. “Your family needs weapons and fake papers. My family gets them for you. I’m not part of the family business. What happens between the two of us has nothing to do with that.”

“Except for the part where your father and uncle will kill me for defiling their baby girl.”

In most circumstances, his statement would’ve been hyperbole. But given that her father ran the Bianchi crime syndicate, it had a greater than average chance of being an accurate prediction.

“It’s only two more years until I’m out. They don’t get to make my decisions.” She cupped his face between her hands, making certain he was watching her. “And this is my decision. Not theirs.”

He released a deep breath. “Are you sure? Maybe we should stick to the plan and wait until you’ve got your engineering degree—”

“No. I’ve already told them I’m not getting involved in the guns or counterfeit goods or any of the other criminal stuff they do. My dad’s not happy, but he knows he can’t force me.” She twined her arms around his neck. “I want to be with you. Forever.”

His fingers skimmed along her bare breasts, teasing her nipples. “So I see.”

Her eyes half closed in pleasure.

“Part of me feels like I should be a stand-up guy and tell you no for your own good.” He bent and flicked one budded nipple with the tip of his tongue. “The rest of me respects you way too much to be that much of a patronizing dick.”

“Not to mention that all of the blood has left your upper brain.” She tugged his shirt over his head.

“Not gonna lie. I’m mostly operating on ‘Me Tarzan, You Gorgeous’ mode.” He picked her up and laid her on a pile of discarded mats. “But at least past-me was smart enough to pack a box of condoms.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” She pulled him down with her.

His mouth on hers was all it took to send her already roaring blaze into a full-blown wildfire. Conscious thought fled, abandoning her to an exquisite cascade of overwhelming sensation. His fingers slipped beneath her spandex shorts and into her wet folds.

“Oh yes!” She bucked against him, her fingers digging into his shoulders. “Yes!”

It was perfect. It was too much. It was everything all at once. She wanted to scream, but all her breath seemed to be trapped. She was locked in place, every muscle quivering in rigid tension as pleasure ratcheted tighter and tighter inside her.

If that was what sex felt like, she couldn’t understand how anyone ever did anything else.

“Come for me.” His husky baritone whispered against her ear as his fingers stroked and teased her.

That did it. She plummeted into a mind-bending orgasm, writhing against the cage of his arms. She rode the waves of ecstasy, each twisting her until she thought she would pass out from the pleasure of it.

But she wasn’t sated. Her inner walls were clamping together over emptiness. She wanted more. She wanted to be filled.

“Fuck, that was hot, watching you light up like that.” Eric’s voice was shaking.

She opened her eyes to see him hovering over her. Every muscle in his neck and shoulders was rigid with the effort of self-control.

That was one of the many reasons she loved him. Even with her offering herself up on a silver platter, he’d waited until she climaxed, just in case she changed her mind once he’d satisfied her horniness. She knew only one way to respond.

She reached up for him and planted a slow kiss on his mouth. “Please. Fuck me.”

He put on the condom so quickly that she barely heard the crinkle of the packet. Then he was on top of her again, kissing her as if she were water for a man dying of thirst. She wrapped her legs around his waist, opening herself to him.

He slid into place easily. She gasped at the sensation of him inside. It was more than she’d expected, stretching her inner core.

“If it’s too much, tell me.” His words dragged out breathlessly between kisses. “I’ll stop.”

“Don’t stop!” She clung tighter to him, urging him deeper. Her senses were swimming. It wasn’t exactly like the orgasm before. Every inch seemed to send her flying, yet she’d never felt so aware of being anchored in her body.

He groaned as he settled fully into her. She quivered, aware that she was on the cusp of something that she didn’t understand but wanted desperately.

Then he began to move.

Renewed orgasm swept through her. Tears leaked from her eyes at the intensity of the sensation. She lost everything, disappearing into a void. It was the “little death” that the stories talked about. It couldn’t be described.

She was dimly aware of Eric spasming above her, his arms trembling as he struggled to hold himself upright.

Gradually, thought and senses returned. They were sprawled on the mat, boneless and sated.

“Wow,” she whispered.

“Wow is a good word.” He chuckled, planting a kiss on her forehead. “Are you okay?”

“I’m better than okay. I’m... good.”

“It didn’t hurt?”

She frowned, concentrating. “No. It didn’t. That’s weird.”

“I’m glad. I didn’t like the idea of hurting you.”

Their lingering kiss was interrupted by a persistent chirping from his bag. Tori knew better than to suggest he not answer his phone but smiled at his apologies.

“Vincent, this better be damn important—oh, Dad. Sorry.” Eric turned away from Tori, giving her a good view of the long scratch marks along his shoulders.

She smiled and stretched languorously. Her inner walls protested from a bit of soreness, but otherwise, there was none of the unpleasantness her friends had mentioned about their first times.

“I understand.”

His tone immediately destroyed her afterglow. The firm click as his phone closed sent the first tingles of panic through her. “What is it?”

“A family problem.” He gathered his clothes, not quite meeting her eyes.

She sat up. “Tell me how I can help. Is Vincent in trouble again? Is it Gwen?”

He exhaled sharply. “I know you’d help if you could, but this is... I don’t have time to explain it.”

All her confidence seemed to have deserted her. “Eric, please. Talk to me.”

“I’m sorry.” He knelt beside her. “This wasn’t how I wanted things to go. I’ll meet you tomorrow at the library in our usual spot. At three? I’ll explain everything then.”

Why is my heart aching? She didn’t want to be a clingy girlfriend. Eric had never lied to her, so she had no reason to think he was lying to her now, except for the part where her instincts were screaming at her that he wasn’t telling her the truth. “I love you.” 

He froze, and shutters seemed to descend over his eyes, locking her out. He stood up and shouldered his bag, not looking at her. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

The next day, she arrived at the library at one and waited until eleven at night. He never came. When she tried his phone, the number was disconnected. She visited his family’s apartment, only to find it empty. At first, she insisted something terrible must have happened to them. That Eric wouldn’t abandon her.

Then she discovered his family was still in contact with hers. She sent him a heartfelt letter laying her soul bare and never heard a reply.

Only then did she begin to accept that their relationship hadn’t been “special” or “different.” He’d gotten what he wanted and bolted. It was both entirely plausible and predictable. She’d never known the real Eric Harris. Instead, she’d created an imaginary Prince Charming in her head. She’d been played. Bitter anger built a shell around her broken heart, and she made a vow. 

Never again. 
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Chapter One
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“Torch? Do you have a minute?”

Tori locked her computer screen before turning her attention to her aide, Evonne. “Of course.”

Evonne’s heels clicked against the expensive granite tiles as she crossed the empty expanse between the office door and Tori’s desk. Narrow, two-story gothic windows poured honey-gold light in strips along the pale floor. Usually, the effect reminded Tori of a staircase, but as she hesitated in place, all she could see were prison bars. Maybe that was because she hadn’t experienced the real thing, as Uncle Franco kept pointing out. As if it’s a bad thing that I’ve managed to avoid charges.

Tori firmly put her annoying family out of her mind. “Do you have the account reports?”

“Right here.” Evonne opened a leather-bound tablet and began to summarize the week’s transactions. Her gray-skinned fingers were hidden beneath black gloves.

Tori was rather proud of those gloves. Her aide was one of the lalassu, a secret organization of people who possessed supernatural powers. Evonne’s was a painfully sensitive sense of touch, one that threatened to overwhelm her with every physical contact. Tori had designed the gloves out of specialized polymers, incredibly lightweight but also capable of blunting the constant overflow of information. It had been a real challenge to her engineering skills.

“And Cali sent a note along with her payment. She and Joe have a line on another human trafficking ring,” Evonne finished.

“Excellent.” Tori stood up. “Did they share the details?”

“Right here.”

Everything was on a slip of paper. A scrap of looseleaf was much harder to track and intercept than digital communication. Her uncle had taught her that trick. Tori memorized the information before holding the scrap over one of the candles on her desk. It flared and vanished into ash.

“I’ll let Theresa know that you won’t be at the club tonight.” Evonne’s silver earrings caught the light against her dark hair as she made a note on the tablet.

How did I manage before Evonne joined us? Tori knew the answer. She’d had to supervise the family’s various business endeavors far more closely. Now, she actually had some time to pursue her own interests, such as the items concealed in the next room.

Disguising the door as a bookcase had been somewhat self-indulgent, but Tori didn’t regret it. Opening it still gave her an anticipatory thrill every time.

As she was about to step through, she realized Evonne hadn’t followed her. “Is there something else?”

“I was talking with Lily.”

Tori knew her carefully maintained poker face wouldn’t fool her aide. Lily was Evonne’s best friend. She was also a bear shapeshifter. And she lived in Founder’s Pass, a small community of superpowered individuals, run by the Harrises—including her ex, Eric. Both Evonne and Lily incorrectly believed that Tori wanted and needed to know any updates about him. Luckily, I have a secret distraction. “I see. Are she and the baby doing well?”

“Geraldine,” Evonne clarified absently. “She’s two now. Walking and talking.”

“Did I send something for her birthday?” Tori stepped into her brightly lit workshop. The walls were lined with tables full of projects in various states of development.

“A race car bed. In purple and pink.” Evonne smiled. “I have pictures if you want to see.”

“Maybe later.” Bullet dodged. She keyed in the code to unlock the standing wardrobe in the corner. The doors parted to reveal her greatest engineering achievement: a customized suit of mechanized armor.

Creating the red, orange, and gold fitted suit had taken almost a year. The underlying bodysuit was made of ballistic weave and could stop most pistol shots and knives. Plates of composite alloy layers protected her spine, chest, and limbs. The chest plate flattened and disguised her figure, making her appear to be a slender man.

Evonne stepped forward to help fasten the pieces into place, a modern squire to Tori’s knight. “She mentioned that Eric will be coming back to Perdition for a few months.”

“How nice for him.” The flat reply should have been enough to discourage further commentary.

“He’s making the final arrangements for his parents and Gwen to move to Founder’s Pass. Once that happens, he probably won’t be returning here.”

Tori paused in her preparations, leveling an annoyed glare at her aide. “Does that mean I will finally get my wish to never hear about him again?”

Evonne didn’t seem intimidated. “He’s tried to apologize to you.”

“The apology is irrelevant after all this time. I was young and naïve. When it comes to our relationship, I fooled myself as much as he fooled me. He decided to pull the bullshit ‘protect her by leaving her’ move. Fine.” Tori settled stiff gauntlets over her hands. “Stupid but fine. It’s all in the past, and nothing can change that. I’ve worked past him breaking my heart, but I still don’t want to see him or hear about him.”

“But—”

“End of discussion, Evonne. I mean it.” 

For all the goodwill between them, Tori’s words held a warning, one that Evonne accepted. Grateful there would be no more talk of Eric, she finished the preparations. She shoved her residual anger back into its place in the far corners of her mind.

The sleek helmet snicked into place, and a virtual heads-up display sprang to life in front of Tori’s eyes. If critics had been aware of her invention, they doubtless would have sneered at it for being derivative of her favorite comic books. Tori didn’t care. Ever since the lalassu were forced into revealing themselves, the idea of adopting a superhero persona had tickled the back of Tori’s mind. After all, in a world where people with invulnerable skin or psychic gifts existed, no one could be faulted for using comic books as a guide.

At first, she planned to use some kind of flamethrower to simulate fire powers. Her family had begun to laughingly call her Torch as a child, claiming alternately that it was because she’d always been passionate or because she’d been fascinated with fire.

However, she quickly realized that flamethrowers required impossibly large amounts of fuel. Instead, she focused on creating something more comprehensive and effective. The criminal underworld had learned to respect the name Torch as a ruthless and intelligent businesswoman. But the name Firebolt was the one they were learning to fear.

Her gauntlets were heavily insulated, allowing the palms and fingers to heat up to five hundred degrees Fahrenheit. She carried a pair of pistols that fired gel pellets that ignited on contact with air.

“Comm check?” A voice distorter made her sound like a growly man, sparking another thrill of disguise.

Evonne nodded. “Loud and clear.”

“Going camouflage.” With the touch of a button on her wrist, the suit’s colors darkened until it resembled fancy motorcycle leathers. Her sport bike waited in the corner, customized to be faster and more agile than anything on the market. “See you later.”

“Good hunting.”
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“Knock, knock, sunshine.”

Eric groaned at his younger brother Vincent’s voice coming from the front of his parents’ house. “Can’t talk now. I’m dead in a ditch somewhere. Leave a message. Beep.”

“It’s the beep that really sells it.” Vincent opened the library door. “Just saying the word isn’t funny. You have to make the noise.”

“Duly noted.” 

Eric locked the computer and placed a bookmark in the journal he was scanning, careful with the brittle paper. Vincent’s interruptions were never short.

Vincent looked around the tiny room lined with stacks of leather-bound handwritten books and shook his head. “You’re not even getting brooding in the dark right. You’re in here doing homework.”

“Reading in the dark is harder than it looks,” Eric countered. “It’s advanced-level brooding.”

“You know, just because I’m all settled down with Annika doesn’t mean I’m abandoning my post as the family clown. You don’t get to take that from me.” Vincent stuck out his tongue. “Not without a challenge.”

“Water pistols at ten paces?” Continuing to provoke his brother was immature. Eric was okay with that. He’d spent enough of his life making mature, responsible decisions, and they’d always ended up badly.

“I was thinking of a duel with Wiffle bats.” 

Eric stood and immediately regretted it. His head swam, and he braced one arm against the chair until he recovered his balance.

Vincent’s deadpan expression faltered, revealing worry.

Oh hell no. He refused to go through yet another mother-hen discussion about his health with his little brother. Over four years had passed since the attack, and Eric was done with the suggestions, comments, and concerns. “What brings you back to the East Coast instead of lurking in your mountain stronghold?”

“The usual. Deeds of derring-do and belligerent bravery.” Vincent hesitated. “You heard about the Selinskis?”

I heard. 

The previous jokes suddenly seemed completely unfunny. The Selinski family had spent years traveling with a carnival, dazzling audiences with acrobatics and sleight of hand—grandfather, mother, father, three brothers, and two sisters, along with two in-laws. Eric remembered playing with the eldest brother, Dmitri, when they were both children. The Selinskis were ferals, possessing greater-than-average strength and enhanced senses, the same powers that Eric and his brother had.

Two weeks before, they’d been cornered after a show and gunned down after being publicly identified as lalassu. The local police had refused to arrest anyone. They claimed the evidence was insufficient, even though the shooters were bragging about the crime on social media.

“Do you remember Mr. Selinski’s pies? He always made extra ones to share.” Vincent poked at one of the journals. “He promised to teach me one day.”

Women love a man who can cook. It is the surest path to true love. Grandfather Selinski’s thick Russian accent echoed in Eric’s head. The memory of sweet peaches and flaky pastry was strong enough on his tongue that he had to swallow. 

“Dmitri used to tell me about how his dad would get annoyed at Mr. Selinski for giving the kids pie, but then Mr. Selinski always winked and said that growing bodies needed fuel and there was no reason for that fuel to taste bad.”

They both fell silent, lost in memories.

“Michael is devastated.” Vincent rubbed at his face, suddenly seeming far too weary and responsible.

Eric wasn’t surprised. His brother-in-law was entirely too optimistic when it came to people. “He was so sure that everyone would eventually accept us.”

“I tried to convince Dmitri to bring his family to Founder’s Pass.” A heavy sigh whooshed through Vincent’s lips. “They didn’t want to leave the carnival circuit. They thought they’d be safe.”

Right, because people never overreact when they’re scared. Eric repressed a derisive snort. Every day brought new reports of shootings, mobs, and other attacks against people identified as lalassu. Ironically, most of them weren’t even part of the ancient secret society. Many didn’t even seem to have any kind of powers.

“It’s getting harder. We don’t have room for everyone at Founder’s Pass. But we can’t leave our people isolated and on their own.”

“Our people?” Eric shook his head. “You’re not Moses, and Founder’s Pass isn’t the Promised Land. Hiding in the mountains isn’t going to make people suddenly unafraid of us.”

“You’d think they’d at least be grateful we were taking ourselves out of their presence.” A hint of Vincent’s old irreverence crept into his complaint. “We just need to find—”

“Why is this starting to sound suspiciously like the start of a recruitment speech to get me involved in one of your half-baked plans?” Eric glared flatly at his brother.

“First of all, I’m hurt that you’ve seen through my blatant attempt at manipulation. Second, my plans are never half-baked. Cooking would only ruin the spontaneous flavor. And third...” Vincent shook his head, and his shoulders slumped. “I don’t actually have a plan. I was hoping that my big brother might have some ideas.”

“Me?”

“You’ve always been the responsible one. That’s why Dani sent you to get Mom and Dad ready to move. Speaking of which, she wants to know why that hasn’t happened already.”

Eric sighed in equal parts resignation and irritation. Their sister, Dani, was a force of nature with a deity backing up her superpowers. Too bad one of those powers isn’t teleportation or something else that would actually be useful in this situation. “Has she forgotten how stubborn they are? They don’t want to leave, which is ironic given how often they dragged us from place to place when we were kids. It’ll happen when it happens.”

“Yeah, I know. I just know that we could really use Dad up there. He’s got a way of talking people through their shit.”

Eric bit back his first response to that statement. And his second. The situation was bigger than both his childhood issues and his current ones. Sure, I’ve spent the last year and a half playing underqualified counselor to the entire settlement, but it’s Dad that’s needed. After I got to be Dani and Vincent’s surrogate parent throughout our childhood.

Eric picked up the journal he’d been reading, and the leather tome slipped out of his grasp. “Dammit.”

Vincent caught the antique volume before it could hit the floor. “Are you okay? Do you need to lie down?”

No. This is not a problem that can be solved with rest and meditation. As much as his family tried to be supportive, they were driving him into maddening frustration. He hated how he couldn’t rely on his body anymore, how he never knew if he was about to crush something or let it drop from weakened fingers. He still had his enhanced strength and senses, but his body couldn’t always remember how it was supposed to work. People kept telling him to be patient, since recovery was a process, and he was about to snap at them all. I’ve done the steadfast hard-work thing. It’s not helping.

“...you been looking for in here?”

Right. Back to the conversation. “I’m cataloging the High Priests’ and Priestesses’ journals, making them easier to search.”

“Mom’s not going to be happy about that.”

“She’s not. I’m undermining our traditions, and I don’t understand because I don’t have the divine connection.” Eric stroked the age-darkened leather as he reclaimed the journal. “Of course, if we’d had an efficient way to search through these volumes, we could have helped Dani when she first connected with the Huntress. And we could have learned more about how to fight Dalhard’s Siren powers. We might have been able to stop him before he hurt anyone.”

Vincent froze. “For real?”

“For real. All there in black and white.” Eric swallowed his anger. Although those decisions were in the past and he couldn’t change them, he didn’t have to forgive them. “I’ve found a few references to other times when the lalassu were the targets of purges and hunts. If I can find the actual documents from those times, I might be able to find some suggestions on how to deal with our current situation.”

“Hey, I’m not gonna argue if you want to spend your time buried in the books. Every superhero needs a good research guy. Come on, I’ll whip up dinner for us, and you can fill me in on all the funky details so that I can seem smarter when I head back.”

Even though he had planned to work at least another hour before stopping, Eric followed without protest. Some fights just weren’t worth the effort to win.
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The chirr-rup of a closing zip tie was so much more satisfying than the click of handcuffs. And they were much easier to carry around than rope or duct tape. Tori secured the bad guy’s hands behind his back before dragging his already-cuffed ankles up to link the two restraints together. It seemed like a fitting way to deal with a pig.

The young boys and girls they’d found in the dark, grimy basement had been scheduled to disappear into slavery, prostitution, and worse. The idea made her want to use her gauntlets to brand these bastards as the lowest scum of the earth.

“Firebolt, is everything secure?” one of her two partners asked over comms.

“Copy, Boomerang. Everything is ready for pickup. Tell Badger he can put in the order,” she replied. 

Using code names was another of those hope-it-never-goes-away thrills.  When Joe and Cali had first approached her about using their combined contacts and skills to create a vigilante force to tackle the worst aspects of the criminal underworld, she’d leapt at the chance. Cali used the original nom-de-plume she’d created as a professional thief, Boomerang. And Joe picked Badger as a tongue-in-cheek reference to his position as a policeman. 

This is better than I ever dreamed.

“You’re not going to get away with this, you bastard! You have no idea who you’re fucking with!”

On the other hand, bad-guy threats get boring and repetitive so fast. She considered the man squirming on the soiled concrete, spitting out his profanity-laden attempts at intimidation with such fervor that flecks of foam were flying free. A good hero would rise above such petty insults.

Using her reinforced heel, she kicked him in the jaw. The bone snapped, leaving a satisfying silence. I’m really more of an anti-hero anyway. Like Wolverine. Or Batman.

Boomerang arrived, dressed in her own flexible blue-and-purple armor. She glanced down at the injured man, just beginning to moan. “Problems?”

“Not at all.” Tori knew the other bad guys couldn’t see her glare through the helmet’s visor, but she liked to think the attitude came through clearly. They were lying still, cooperating. Which proves they were paying attention.

“Here are the witness statements.” Boomerang held out a cheap smartphone they’d brought specifically to leave behind. “Not that they’ll be necessary. These scum buckets had enough drugs to ensure they’ll go away as dealers, not just human traffickers.”

“Good.” A distant siren cut through the pained groans. “Time to go.”

The two women split up. Boomerang went to join Badger, who had already loaded the rescued victims into a nondescript van. Tori allowed the incoming cops to get a look at her before peeling out on her motorcycle. Two of the cars sped up to follow her, while three others stopped to secure the scene.

Exactly as they’d planned.

Tori led her pursuers on a chase through deserted streets, drawing them away from the van’s escape route. Boomerang and Badger would get the kids to safety then evaluate the next best steps. Some would be addicted to drugs. Some would want to go home. All of them would need therapy and support. The three partners would make certain they got whatever they needed.

Using her family’s money to make a little piece of the world better felt good, especially when so much of it had been earned while making it worse.

“Clear,” Boomerang reported.

Now for the really fun part. Tori grinned to herself as she turned into a narrow alley, too narrow for the cop cars to follow.

Of course, they’d be radioing to other units to pick her up on the other side. After all, tracking a flame-colored bike and matching rider wasn’t hard.

With the line of sight broken, she adjusted the coloration on her suit and bike. Dull-gray leather replaced orange and yellow. A button on the dashboard caused a collapsible cooler bag to pop out behind her. Reducing speed and turning toward the nearby residential area transformed her from a fleeing vigilante into a gig-economy delivery driver.

The cops swept by her less than a minute later, sirens blazing. Tori continued on her sedate pace, merging with the other late-night traffic. Once she was certain the police had lost all hope of ever finding her, she returned home.

The mission might have been over, but Tori was still buzzing with excess energy. Luckily, she had a routine to settle her restless mind and body. First came a quick workout with the heavy bag and treadmill. The home gym had once been the family room of her townhouse. The brick fireplace was blocked by a leg press, and the arched windows were covered by a concealing layer of light-blocking plastic. Her footsteps squeaked on the thin layer of foam matting over hardwood. The other rooms in her home had to maintain the appearance of luxury. This one was strictly for her.

As she wrapped her knuckles, Evonne appeared in the gym doorway. Tori frowned at her aide’s disheveled hair and pajamas. “I told you that you didn’t have to wait up—”

“Cali just called,” Evonne interrupted. “We have a problem.”

Dread tightened the knots in Tori’s shoulders. “What kind of problem?”

“The guy whose jaw you broke? He’s Hugo Paredes’s son.”

Hugo Paredes was one of her family’s biggest underworld competitors and the most ruthless of the local crime bosses. His cruelty and determination were legendary. She’d just made a very big, very powerful enemy. 

She forced herself to take a breath. “He doesn’t know who I am.”

“He’s determined to find out. He’s pulling in favors and offering big rewards.” Evonne bit her lip. “Cali said—”

“Cali doesn’t know this world like I do.” Tori assumed the masking confidence she’d learned when she first joined the family business. “I can handle this.”
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Chapter Two
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“Hey, Gwen. It’s me.” Eric eased into his youngest sister’s room, letting his eyes adjust to the flickering candlelight. 

The room had no metal conduits and no electricity. The heavy stone walls were sealed with cement, and the limited plumbing was all done with clay pipes.  All of it was necessary to keep her safe from the constant pressure of ghosts seeking her attention.

“Eric!” Gwen beamed happily from her cross-legged perch on the bed, her sketchbook in hand. He often found it difficult to remember she was twenty-four years old. She still seemed like an eternal child.

“You hungry, kiddo?” He held out the covered pot of thick beef stew.

She nodded eagerly, her eyes darting past him to study something in the shadows. “I’m done talking now. You need to leave.”

Her words weren’t directed at him. 

“Do you want any help?” he asked.

“No, she’s going. She doesn’t want to, but she knows better than to push-push-push. Rock-a-bye the baby in the cradle, and tell him that she loves him.” She clambered off the bed and claimed her chair at her carved wooden table for two. She poked at the pot with skinny pale fingers. “Did Dad make this for me?”

“Of course he did.” 

Their father loved to cook. Eric served two portions of the thick, savory meal into polished wooden bowls. As he did, he stole a glance at the abandoned sketchbook. The half-finished drawing was of a young woman cradling a newborn infant. He wondered if the child had also died or if only the woman was visiting his sister from beyond the grave.

“Yum!” Gwen began to eat, her grin vanishing only because she needed to chew.

Eric couldn’t help smiling too. The last year had made such a profound difference for her. For most of her life, she’d been isolated to protect her from her own powerful and unpredictable psychic talents. The greater one was her ability to communicate with the dead, but she also had unpredictable visions of both the future and the past. She didn’t always know which was which.

Creating her sanctuary had been a difficult task of trial and error. During Gwen’s early childhood, his parents had been coping with their own traumas, and it had fallen squarely on his teenage shoulders to discover why the unsteady toddler would sometimes cry for hours or scream in horror. He learned that being surrounded by thick stone walls calmed her. He begged other mediums to share information about how to keep ghosts away. Eventually, he arranged for his parents to move into their current small house on an isolated property, allowing him to build Gwen a space where she wouldn’t have to constantly hear spirits. She was only twelve at the time, but her psyche had already been traumatized and shattered.

The room he was sitting in was much different from the one he’d initially created, a fact that brought equal amounts of guilt and pleasure. He was happy for his sister but ashamed that he hadn’t thought of how to create those small comforts for her. Vincent’s friend Lou and his siblings, a family of werebears, had descended on the house for a month and transformed the space for Gwen.

When Eric built the room, he’d used heavy rocks, stolen from a nearby quarry and mortared with irregular globs of concrete. The shell he created was solid but dark inside, and the stone left the air cool and damp. Lou’s family laid a thick layer of white plaster on the interior, insulating and brightening the space. They brought braided rugs in vibrant colors and spread them over the slate floor. And most impressively of all, they delivered beautiful carved wooden furniture and everyday items, all of it carefully crafted to fit together without nails or bolts. No trace of metal remained for a ghost to use as a bridge to gain access. They’d transformed the dank cave into a pleasant retreat.

Lou’s brother, Andrew, was a shaman who’d spent most of the month working with Gwen. He’d helped her to be more confident in her abilities, allowing her the beginnings of control.

Eric stabbed a chunk of carrot, his gloomy thoughts wrapped around himself like a clammy cloak. I gave up. I put her in here and declared it good enough. He’d had other worries at the time, trying to manage his siblings, earn money to cover food and rent, and keep up with his own studies. But that didn’t relieve his guilt.

“No one ever asks if Rapunzel was happier in the tower, you know,” Gwen said suddenly. “Maybe she liked the view and the quiet.”

“Maybe you’re right.” He shoved aside his dark thoughts. If he let them sour the meal, it wasn’t fair to Gwen. She deserved pleasant company. “But I bet she liked having short hair.”

Gwen tugged at her own pixie cut, the dark strands sleekly framing her face. “Do you think so?”

“Absolutely.” He smiled at her. “It let her be free. Then she could climb into the tower or roam the city or do whatever else she wanted.”

“Hair doesn’t keep someone from doing all that, silly.” Gwen stuck out her tongue then sobered. “The walls keep us in. Some we see, and some we can’t. We try to cut—cut our way through—but the sword smashes on the briars, and then we’re unarmed when the wolves begin to howl. Have to run hard, feet pounding as the thorns catch hold of our ankles. Rip and tear, leaving the blood to follow—”

“Hey, now. It’s okay.” He gently took her hand. “We don’t need to go running anywhere.”

To his relief, her childlike eyes refocused on him. “You’re afraid that the wolves will be waiting when we have to leave.”

He would much rather deal with her uncanny prescience than with her rambling as if she were descending into insanity. “I am, but it’s my job to worry about those things.”
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