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Chapter One

Cal’s Dungeon, Niagara Falls, New York

Cal raised his arm and brought it down sharply, flicking his wrist at the end of the strike. The copper whip lashed her back and she moaned. He glanced at the heart monitor and frowned. Next to it, the EEG displayed sharp peaks and deep valleys.

He had worked her hard tonight, and the impulse to take it further told him it was time to stop. Her back was a perfect grid. Electricity coursed along his skin, not abated in the least by the two hours he had spent with her. It was becoming a problem.

He walked across the room and opened a drawer, exchanging the thin copper whip for a leather one before he returned to her. Since he was still so juiced, he pulled on a pair of leather gloves before he stroked her back. She liked the leather, had never questioned why he usually kept his gloves on while they played. She had never tried to kiss him, never wanted to snuggle afterward. She had never chafed at the restriction of the blindfold. Really, she was perfect. It was a shame she had peaked so soon.

Her back spasmed under his caress and she moaned again. She had climaxed many times during their session, but since this was their last time together, he wanted to leave her with happy memories. He eased one glove from his hand. “Don’t move,” he whispered.

She wasn’t going anywhere, tied facedown, spread-eagle, on his table, but he thought she would enjoy the warning. He locked his energy in his core and reached between her legs, one eye on the monitors. His finger slid easily through her folds until he found his target. He allowed the faintest current to connect his fingertip to her clit.

“Oh my God, Sir! What is that?” Her voice was thick, almost drowsy.

Sooner or later, they always began to ask questions. Sooner or later, they always wore out. He didn’t answer her, just slowly increased the current. She’d climax long before her levels peaked again. In fact, he might be able to do this a few more times before she passed out from pleasure. She’d like that.

He stroked his gloved hand down her marked back. She screamed, a sound he loved, so he did it again. He kept one hand positioned between her thighs, the other moving over her back. He kept his eyes on the monitors.

Her body was rock-hard under his hand. He could feel the tension in her muscles, see the strain in her trapeziums, her buttocks and the well-defined cords of her hamstrings. Her cries were continuous, long, keening wails. It would be truly sadistic for him to stop now, and for a moment, he was tempted.

He felt a wide grin spread across his face. No, he wouldn’t stop.

He increased the current flowing through his fingertip by one tiny amp, keeping the rest of his energy contained. The human body simply couldn’t handle his kind of power. It could, however, afford a different kind of release.

She cried out when he pulled his hand away from her in order to roll a condom down the length of his cock. Aware of how much juice he had buzzing inside him, he was careful to adjust his leather pants so that her bare thighs would not touch his skin. He thrust his gloveless hand behind his back and stepped up to the table again. Tied as she was, he could fuck her without having to touch her with anything but his covered cock.

She climaxed, hard, when he entered her. He kept his strokes shallow, but he wasn’t gentle. Gentle was not why she was here. She rocked in time with his thrusts, not even screaming anymore. Her walls rippled around him and he could see her pussy and ass convulsing with near-constant orgasms. He kept the pace brutally fast, enjoying the connection between them, feeling it build, loving the electric response of her body to his.

As his orgasm approached, he glanced at the monitors—steady in safe zones. He double-checked her blindfold, used both hands to hold his leather pants between them and made sure he was grounded, with his steel-reinforced boots planted firmly on the concrete floor. His vision blurred, went blue at the edges. He smelled sparks in the air. Thunder rumbled in his ears. His thoughts turned to his favorite fantasy—bare skin, soft, silky, sweaty, impossibly bare skin—and he lost control.





Cal locked the door behind her with a desperate sense of relief. He’d thought she was never going to leave. Apparently, that one question had broken a dam inside her, and she had hit him with a torrent he couldn’t answer without sparking a dozen more questions he wouldn’t answer—especially when he had said they weren’t going to see each other again.

He went downstairs to clean up the dungeon and then headed for the garage. Their session had been nothing but a tease for him, and he needed to find another way to release energy. He was loathe to spend the rest of the night working, which is what he usually did when there was no other way to find relief. The idea of stockpiling fuel cells did not hold the same appeal as kinky sex. He’d rather put his energy into something more satisfying, but if he didn’t do something, he was going to start leaving a trail of blue fire behind him…or burn the house down while he was sleeping…or the neighborhood…or the city.

He opened the garage door as soon as his boots hit the concrete. His motorcycle was pointed out into the night, ready to go. He grabbed his helmet and jammed it over his head, then kicked the stand and climbed on. The key was already in the ignition, so when his hands and feet closed the circuit, the bike roared to life. His energy leveled out, and he sighed in relief. Maybe a good, long ride was all he needed.

He pressed a button on the remote to close the garage door behind him and took off down his long driveway, giving it a little more juice than necessary because it felt so damn good. When he reached the bottom, he paused. His neighbor’s house sat right on the road and Karen was standing in her driveway, swearing at her truck. The hood was up and the trunk was open.

He lifted his visor. “Need some help, neighbor?”

“Battery’s dead and Kyle has the goddamn cables. I really wanted some chicken wings too. Now I’ll have to wait until he gets home.”

He grinned at her very pregnant belly. “Chicken wings, huh? Not ice cream?”

“Ice cream after the wings. Now I’ll have to go back in the house and eat two thousand completely unsatisfying calories of something else.” She looked like she was going to cry—or kill something. “Unless you have cables?”

He had better than cables. “Let me take a look at your battery. Maybe I can clean the connections or something.” He got off the bike and removed his helmet to peer under the hood, hoping she would step back.

She turned toward the house. “I’m just going to get my cell phone so I can send Kyle a hateful text, okay?”

“You do that.” He hid his grin under the hood, waiting until she entered the house to begin recharging the battery. It only took a second. He grabbed a rag from the trunk and cleaned the connections for good measure. When she came back outside, he was wiping his hands. “Give it a shot.”

He boosted her up into the seat. When she twisted the key, the engine turned over immediately. “I think it was just a crusty connection. Plenty of juice in there. Enjoy your wings, and take it easy on Kyle, okay?”

“Thanks, Cal. You just saved his life.”

He laughed and swung up onto his bike again, giving her a friendly salute with his helmet. He checked his cell phone before he pulled out onto the road and noticed a text message from his friend, Truman. At the Lair. You coming tonight, lol?

Why not? Finding a new sub had been in the back of his mind when he left the house, and it was still early. On my way, he texted back and headed for the highway.


Chapter Two

Audrey Fallon stepped into the darkness of her brother’s club and paused, taking in the outlandish scene. At nine o’clock, the Lair was already half-full of men and women dressed mostly in black leather. Flashes of metal caught her eye. And skin. Lots of bare skin. It was a completely different scene than her lab, where everything was white and buttoned-up. She was out of her element here, no doubt about it. Nothing less than desperation would have gotten her past the door. She really hated it when Jake made her hunt him down like this.

It really is a lair. The walls were carefully sculpted to look like stone, and every few feet shackles were bolted into the wall. Some of them held naked men and women in various poses of ecstasy and humiliation. Were they performers or patrons? She didn’t want to know.

Across the room, the bar flashed with soft red, green and yellow gels, like a traffic signal gone rogue. She knew enough of BDSM to wonder if that was an inside joke. Knowing Jake, probably.

She began to weave her way across the crowded room, intending to ask a bartender where to find Jake. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to the seating arrangements, although a few large booths created focal points in the large space. She steeled herself to look into each one as she passed. She knew the dictionary definitions for what was going on around her: voyeurism, exhibitionism, sadism, masochism, bondage. Her eyes paused on two people sitting on a black leather couch. She didn’t know what that was called. Purple light arced from a wand. The woman moaned.

Audrey’s body began to tingle. In sympathy? She looked away from the light, searching the corners, gazing into the shadows.

No Jake.

He had to be around here somewhere. It was Saturday night, after all. Ironic that they both spent their weekend at work. Him at the Lair, her at the lab. That was where the familial similarities ended, though. Jake had definitely inherited all the deviance in the family. She thought of his gifts, and her lack, and pressed her lips together. She was so disappointingly normal. If she didn’t know for a fact they were brother and sister, she would doubt they were even related. They were nothing alike, as he was so fond of reminding her. She was the innocent one, the goody-two-shoes with the college education and the medical degree. He was the high school drop-out with no ambition other than to run a kink club and get laid as often as superhumanly possible.

Their differences were physical too. Jake was dark, with swarthy skin and a stocky build. She knew most people considered him ugly since he was short and his smooth, bald skull flowed into his shoulders with no neck to speak of. He had a barrel chest, thighs as thick as his squat body and densely muscled calves. His shoulders were rounded, powerful, his lips fleshy, and his ears were small and curved. His eyes were his one truly beautiful feature, but he kept them covered by wraparound shades, even inside the club. Jake wasn’t a beauty, no doubt about it, but he was her brother and she thought he was perfect, even though she was going to tear him a new one when she finally found him.

She drifted through the central aisle, throwing spare glances left and right. She tried not to look shocked, or worse, like a pervert as she looked for her brother in the booths. Presumably, most of these folks liked to be watched. She couldn’t think of any other reason a woman would allow someone to clamp her nipples in public. Likewise, she guessed that the man crouched at his date’s feet didn’t want to sit in the open space across from her at the table.

She glanced up and squeaked when she saw someone gazing down at her from a cage. She picked up her pace. Jake wasn’t going to be suspended in a cage. His muscle mass would bring it crashing to the floor and kill someone. Plus, he couldn’t manage the bar from up there.

She peered into the last booth. A man with electric-blue eyes stared back at her. She nearly stumbled. Holy shit, he was hot. Absolutely arresting. Dark hair fell just below his chin in an unruly wave that emphasized the bold line of his jaw. His mouth was well-shaped and just beginning to curve in a smile as she dragged her eyes away from the table. There had been another man in the booth. What had he looked like? She couldn’t remember.

Not your type, Doc. You like ’em geeky and what was that word Jake always used? Vanilla. Completely vanilla. That hot guy in black leather wouldn’t give her a second glance anyway, even if he had been giving her a first one.

She hated feeling vulnerable and this environment put her decidedly on edge. Usually she avoided anything and everything that made her feel ignorant and awkward. She much preferred her research lab, where if she didn’t know the answer she could find it by focusing on one thing at a time. This scene had way too many variables for her.

She caught sight of Jake near the back of the bar and relief washed over her, calming her racing pulse. She walked toward him, undeterred by the fact that he was surrounded by mostly-naked women. He hated it when she intruded on his private space, and he was not going to be happy to see her, especially when she told him why she was here. She couldn’t care less. She’d given him ample opportunity to meet her on her turf. He should have answered his damn cell phone.

She squared her shoulders, gearing up to scatter his harem, but her effort was wasted. Jake saw her coming and waved his hand. She stopped in front of him, amused by the petulant looks on the girls’ faces. One of them shot her a venomous glare as she left. Audrey arched an eyebrow in response and wondered if her brother would make the girl pay for that later. Probably. She didn’t understand the satisfaction Jake garnered from this scene—well, other than that, obviously. She understood sexual satisfaction. It was all of the paraphernalia she didn’t get, but whatever.

“Jake.”

“Aud.” She couldn’t see his eyes behind his shades, but the curve of his mouth held laughter. “Dressing down for us, I see.”

“I don’t want to give your friends any ideas.”

“Good thinking. I won’t have to hurt them for touching you.”

She rolled her eyes. “No chance of that.”

He leaned up to kiss her on the cheek. “Can I make you a drink?” he asked, drawing her down the bar to a quieter spot.

She made herself comfortable on a bar stool and waited until he sat beside her. “I’m not here to drink, Jake. Did you read it?”

As she had expected, he shook his head. “Can’t find it.”

“I brought you another copy.” She pulled the letter out of her purse.

He bared his teeth. “It’s not a good idea, Audrey. Can’t you just let it go?”

“I want to meet him, Jake. He wants to meet us. I’m going to go with or without you, but I’d rather have you there.” Playing on his protectiveness all but guaranteed he would give her what she wanted, but it also drove a wedge between them—it was leverage she hadn’t wanted to use. She reached out to tug his shades down so she could see his eyes. “You must want to know.”

He looked at her with irritation. His gaze sharpened, intensified.

She stuck her tongue out at him and jammed the glasses back up on his nose. His mental whammy never worked on her and he knew it. “Don’t you want to know if he can do it too?”

He tucked the paper into his pocket. “When?”

“Tomorrow.”

“That’s fast.”

“No, it’s not. You’ve been ignoring my calls and texts. I can’t believe you forced me to come down to your den of iniquity just to talk to you.” She stood up. “I’m meeting him at one for lunch.”

“Where?”

“Bonfire.” She gave him the warehouse district address.

“I’ll be there.”

Gratitude surged through her. She knew next to nothing about the father who had left when they were children, but history was important. Sometimes she wondered if her interest in genetics had sprung from the fact that she had so little information about her own DNA. Since their mother had been institutionalized shortly after their father disappeared, she had grown up in a vacuum, jealous of friends who could say, “I look just like my grandma,” or “I went into medicine because my father’s a doctor.”

Their foster parents had been wonderful, but she was curious about what characteristics she might share with blood relatives. Hair color? Eye color? An explanation for Jake’s talent? She was trying not to get her hopes up, but it was impossible not to wonder if there might be something special about her, too, something that might manifest later. After all, she had the same chromosomal anomaly Jake carried, just no corresponding talent. Would their father know anything about that?

She looked at her watch. Maybe she would stop by the lab on the way home and see if there were any baby mice yet. She glanced at the door.

“I’ll walk you to your car,” Jake said.

“No need for that. No one in this neighborhood gives me a second glance when I’m dressed like this. I fit right in. And if they do…” She shrugged. “I’ll make them sorry.”

“A black belt is no substitute for the ability to—”

She interrupted him. “And you never let me forget it. Seriously, Jake, I got in here just fine. I’ll get back to my car okay too. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She threw her arms around her brother’s massive shoulders and gave him a grateful squeeze. “Thanks, Jake. I owe you.”





Cal watched the woman with the white-blond ponytail hug the owner of the Lair. He’d felt a pleasant jolt when she caught his eye on the way in. Velvet. Her eyes reminded him of black velvet. What’s an all-American girl like that doing in a place like this?

“Any possibilities?” Truman asked, drawing his attention away from the blonde.

Cal sighed. “I don’t have the energy for a new sub tonight.”

“And that’s saying a lot, considering.”

Cal shot him a glare, which only made Tru grin.

“As a public service, I’ll help you sort through the horde.” Truman looked around the crowded room. “Otherwise some lucky lady will miss out on your Super Dom action, and I can’t let that happen. It would be criminal.”

“You know I hate it when you call me that.”

“But the leather fits you so well, my friend.”

Cal took a sip of the Evian in his glass to keep from reaching across the table and setting fire to Truman’s mop of orange hair. With all the styling products he had used to spike it tonight, it would go up like a torch, but rising to the bait would only encourage him. Cal decided to humor him instead. “What on earth are you casting for?” he asked. “You can’t detect synaptic insulation or conductive immunity, can you? Have you been holding out on me?”

“Nope, but I know you like a challenge, so I’m using my built-in lie detector to see who might provide an interesting distraction for you tonight.”

“Don’t bother. You can keep your psychic pimp action to yourself. I’m not in the mood.”

“So you say.” Tru rolled his eyes. “If you were any more in the mood, Jake wouldn’t need to pay his electricity bill. You are glowing, my friend.”

“Shit.” Cal slowed the swirling electrons inside him. “I guess I’ll have to work tonight after all.”

“Not necessarily. Don’t you always have a good session with a fresh sub?”

“I don’t need your help, Tru.”

“Nonsense. If you had to depend on your sparkling personality, you’d never get laid.”

“Keep talking and I will zap you. Right here, right now.”

Truman gave him a long, lazy look. “Anytime you want to walk on my side of the fence, all you have to do is ask.”

Cal crossed his arms. “You don’t have a fence. You’d have sex with a hermaphrodite.”

“And have,” Truman said cheerfully. “You shouldn’t be so picky.” He stopped scanning the room and winked at Cal. “But if you ever do decide to come to Truman, promise me you’ll wear Spandex, okay? I would love to see you rock out in some superhero gear. It’ll be like our secret sex signal.”

Cal shut his eyes and counted aloud to ten. When he opened them, Truman was looking around the room again, as if he hadn’t just propositioned his best friend in the most bizarre way possible. “Like fish in a barrel, huh?” Cal asked, trying to act normal too. “It’s almost too easy for you, isn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t say it’s easy. After the initial attraction wears off, I can always tell when they’re bored.”

“As if that ever happens.”

“You’d be surprised. Even I have the occasional off night.”

The blonde with the cute ponytail sailed past them again, heading for the door.

“That one,” Truman said decisively.

Cal chuckled. “Nice try. I don’t need that much of a challenge. She screams normal. I bet she just asked Jake for directions to the nearest grocery store and gave him a little hug because she was so grateful.”

Truman shook his head. “That’s what you think. Maybe even what she thinks. But it’s a lie, my friend. That little blonde, with her horrid clothes and even worse taste in shoes, likes what she sees when she looks around the room.”

“Huh.” Cal watched her walk back up the aisle, willing her to look at him again. Was that all Truman saw when he looked at her? A fashion faux pas that offended his metrosensibilities? Cal had only noticed the way the flickering light of the club made her white hair glow and felt the sucker punch of her ebony eyes. Was Truman telling him what he wanted to hear? Another one of his elaborate jokes?

Cal strove to appear relaxed, even as he counted her paces to the door. In ten steps, he’d lose his opportunity. Energy rose from his core to his surface. “I hate it when you do this, you know.”

“I just saved you an hour of small talk and electric blue balls. No need to thank me.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t.” Cal slid out of the booth and stood up. “Why am I doing this?”

“Because I’m always right.” Truman’s lips twisted into a grimace. “It’s a curse.”

For a second, Cal was tempted to sit back down. Truman was rarely anything but relentlessly lighthearted. It was nearly impossible to get past his surface, so if he wanted to talk…

Truman pointed at the door. “Go.”


Chapter Three

Audrey hurried forward, nodding thanks to the bouncer who opened the door for her. She couldn’t resist glancing over her shoulder as her foot hit the sidewalk. The man with the incredible blue eyes was standing. She got an impression of broad, elegant shoulders encased in a black leather coat that fell straight to the floor. Really? She didn’t think that style existed outside The Matrix.

She was definitely going back to the lab. She’d find a nice geek in a short, white lab coat and forget all about Matrix man… Maybe Jake knew his name.

No, she didn’t care about his name. Lab, now. Work.

She walked quickly down the street. She’d only been in the bar for ten minutes, tops. How had the street gotten scary so quickly? It had felt deserted and safe twenty minutes ago, but now she sensed unwelcome company lurking in the alleys. She should have taken Jake up on his offer of an escort. She could take care of herself, but it was better not to have to fight.

She glanced over her shoulder as she rooted in her purse for her pepper spray. A young man was closing the distance between them on the sidewalk. He was small, but he was definitely giving off a mugger vibe. Her fingers closed on the spray. She stopped walking. She was only halfway to the parking lot, and if she was going to have to fight, she’d rather do it in plain sight on the street.

He stopped too, eyeing her purse.

She held up her spray. “I’m not afraid to use this,” she said.

He grabbed her arm. She sprayed him in the face. He blinked but didn’t let go of her.

“Hey!” she said, twisting.

His fingers locked on her arm and he dragged her toward an alley. “No fucking way. Get off!” She threw her weight to the side, abruptly shifted and jabbed an elbow into his solar plexus, immediately following up with a punch to his jaw. She heard his teeth snap together, but he didn’t lose his grip on her arm.

She needed to create some space between them so she could use her favorite neck-breaking hook kick. “You better hope somebody sees us and calls the cops because I’m going to break every fucking bone in your body, asshole.”

He said nothing.

Adrenaline pumped through her veins. She focused her strength and aimed a punch at the nerve plexus in his shoulder, expecting his arm to go numb. Nothing happened. He dragged her in short bursts toward the alley.

She heard her purse hit the sidewalk with a thud. The jangle of keys. As soon as she got one hand free, she was going to break his fucking nose. She purposely went limp in his arms, making him take her full body weight. He shifted his grip.

Perfect. She faced him now, chin tucked. She lowered her arm to give her more momentum for the strike. She let him drag her another three feet while she got her feet firmly on the ground, bent her knees, jumped and hit…

Air.

Her target fell away from her as Matrix man from the bar grabbed him by the hair and lifted him off the ground. She reeled, off-balance.

Matrix man held the mugger by the throat.

“Hey, he’s mine!” Audrey reached to knock his arm aside. “Call the cops if you want to do something useful. He might be alive when they get here.”

Matrix man flinched and stepped away from her, hauling the mugger with him. The mugger wasn’t moving. He seemed frozen in place. That pissed her off even more. Now he got all cooperative? “Let him go!”

Matrix man glanced down at her with his electrifying eyes. “No.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the creep reach into his pocket. She darted forward.





Cal held the lowlife scum by the throat, sending just enough current down his arm to stun him. It was cute that the blonde wanted to finish the fight, but she hadn’t exactly been winning when he’d entered the fray. Another ten feet and she’d have been in the alley. He wouldn’t even have seen her on the street.

He boxed her out with his shoulders, not wanting to make accidental contact. The distraction cost him. Metal flashed. The blonde threw herself between them. He cut the current. Was she fucking nuts?

“Stay back,” he yelled. “He’s got a weapon.” He grabbed the creep’s wrist and zapped him again. Nothing happened. The kid twisted in his grip, jabbing him in the arm with the silver rod. Red light cracked to the ground. His hand abruptly jellyfished. He looked down and saw that his coat was smoking and his forearm was broken in half, jagged edges of bone punching through the skin.

He snarled. What the fuck was that thing? It was not a gun. It had to be some sort of energy device. The woman threw herself at them again. Cal twisted so that she bounced off leather, not his skin. He had a split second to get his body in between her and the weapon. He moved, faster than he ever had in his life, but he lost his grip on the kid.

“Stop!” She grabbed his good hand. “He’s running, and you’re hurt.”

Cal jerked his hand out of her grasp and fell to his knees, unable to support his weight and control his negative charge at the same time. She sank to her knees beside him, easing him to the sidewalk.

“Don’t touch me,” he ground out, afraid to move, afraid to breathe.

She didn’t smell fried. She didn’t look fried. He rolled onto his back.

“Do you have a cell phone? Mine was in my purse and you need an ambulance.”

“Yes. Wait, no. Are you crazy?” That was all she had to say? Not thank you? He didn’t need an ambulance—a doctor, sure, but not the kind she meant. He sat up. His arm dangled, useless.

She gasped. “That’s worse than I thought. Lie back down.”

“It doesn’t hurt.”

“That’s because you’re in shock. Lie down before the bone does any more damage to your skin.”

He ignored her. Leaning to the side, he wrestled his charge under control and eased his insulated cell phone out of his pocket. He hit number one on speed dial. When the Doc answered he said, “Your services are required on Broadway and Bailey. Bring Sam—we’ve got outside involvement.” He ended the call.

“Can I borrow your cell? That asshole got my purse. I’ll call 911.”

“No need. I’ve got help coming. Don’t touch my skin, okay?” When the girls got here, he’d leave with Doc and let Sam do damage control.

“Hospital,” she insisted. “You can’t go home like that. If the pain doesn’t drive you mad, your arm will get infected. A bacterial infection can kill you.”

“You’re a doctor?”

She nodded. “I don’t even want to think about the germs that live in this neighborhood.” She held out her hand.

He ignored it. “I told you, I called my doctor. If you want to do something, you could say thank you.”

“Thank you for what?” Her jaw jutted and her brow wrinkled. “I was about to drop that creep and you got in my way. Now my purse is gone and I have to make sure you get medical attention. This is not how I wanted to spend my next few hours. I was going back to work.”

“You work at the hospital?” he asked, meaning Hudson General, just down the street. That would explain why she had been so comfortable tooling around this crappy neighborhood on her own.

“No, I work at a private lab.”

“I saw you talking to Jacob Fallon at the Lair. Is he your Dom?”

She burst out laughing. “He’s my brother.”

Since when did The Cobra have a sister?

She recovered from her laughing fit. “You need to go to the hospital. Give me your phone. Now.”

He tucked his cell into his waistband. “No.”





Did he think stuffing his phone into his pants would keep her from reaching for it? She was a doctor, for God’s sake. Audrey leaned down. “Give me your cell phone,” she repeated.

He sat motionless on the sidewalk, looking perfectly comfortable and at home, not at all in pain. He wasn’t sweating or swearing. His eyes were clear. He didn’t appear to be in shock. He was just being difficult.

“Look,” she said. “I took an oath. I can’t leave you here. You have to let me help you. Give me the phone.” Screw his whole don’t touch me bullshit. She yanked up his T-shirt and thrust her hand down the front of his pants.

He was hot. His abdomen felt charged with heat. He couldn’t have a fever yet, could he? He bent at the waist, trying to scoot away from her, but she moved forward. His motion trapped her hand against his stomach. Her hand tingled pleasantly. Without thinking, she flattened her palm on his hard abdominal muscles. She heard a low hum.

She swallowed. He wasn’t trying to get away from her anymore. Slowly, she raised her eyes. His pupils were dilated, the electric blue of his irises creating an eerie ring around them. Sweat beaded his upper lip and she had an insane urge to lick it.

His lips moved.

“What?” she asked, feeling dazed.

“A little lower, Doc.” He thrust his hips toward her hand.

The outraged shriek that broke from her lips was entirely unintentional. He grinned as she fished his phone out of his pants. It was the first time she had seen him smile. Christ, he was stunning. That she even thought about that fact made her angrier.

She pushed a button on the phone and discovered it was locked. She dropped it in his lap. Screw it. She was going to leave his uncooperative ass on the sidewalk and go back to Jake for help. If this idiot got rolled into the street by homeless people who thought his ridiculous leather coat would make a good tent, so be it.

A black car pulled up next to them. She pushed herself to her feet, relieved she wouldn’t have to abandon him, even if he was one of the most infuriating humans on the planet. She waited at the curb, on edge, hoping whoever emerged had a cell phone.

The passenger door opened and a pair of crystal-beaded high heels emerged, then long, bare legs. A woman got out of the car. Her dress was a short slip of silver sequins, and it hugged her tiny waist and dipped low over her breasts. By the time Audrey’s eyes landed on the woman’s sleek auburn hair, pale green eyes and perfect skin, she felt like swearing.

She gritted her teeth. This sort of woman made her feel plain and drab, especially tonight in her lab rat clothes, but this wasn’t about her. She needed a damn cell phone. She took a step toward the car. “Excuse me.”

A man was coming around the front of the car. Wait, it wasn’t a man, it was a woman with close-cropped hair, wearing a tuxedo. A thick watch gleamed on her wrist. Audrey couldn’t decide if she was handsome or cute. Both?

Matrix man spoke from the sidewalk. “About time.”

The two women stood over him, shaking their heads. “No appreciation, as usual.”

Audrey stepped forward. “He needs to go to the hospital. By ambulance, preferably,” she insisted. “Otherwise, he’ll have to wait in the ER. Do you have a cell phone?”

“We’ll take it from here.” The sparkling woman kicked off her shoes, dropped to her bare knees on the sidewalk and bent over his broken arm, giving Audrey a good look at the tattoo on her back, a snake coiled around a staff. The other woman held out her hand to Audrey. “I’m Sam.”

“Audrey Fallon.” Audrey automatically took her hand. She felt a tug, but not in her fingers, in her mind. She pulled her hand away, resisting the urge to stick her tongue out at the woman, which is what she always did to Jake when he tried to whammy her.

Sam continued to stare at her. Audrey stared back, deciding she didn’t have to be polite either. It was eerie how much the tuxedo and the hair made her look masculine. Or was it the confident way she held her body? Her voice had been pitched low too. Audrey felt her mind shift to look at her as a man. Handsome, she decided.

Sam looked at Matrix man. “You didn’t mention talent.”

“I didn’t know.” He shook his head slowly. “She touched me, Sam. I am wired beyond belief, and she touched me, touched my skin.”

“Interesting.” Sam and the doctor looked at each other.

“She’s also Jake’s sister.”

The doctor sat back on her heels. “Even more interesting. He’s been holding out on us?”

“Seems so.” He shifted on the sidewalk. “You gonna fix me up or what?”

“You don’t want your little champion here to take you to the hospital and set the bone?” the sparkly doctor asked.

What was wrong with these people? Couldn’t they see his broken arm waving like a crooked white flag? “I’m a geneticist, not an orthopedist. He needs surgery. Are you going to call an ambulance? Otherwise, I’ll just run over to the Lair and use my brother’s phone.” She pointed down the street.

They ignored her.

Sam squatted next to him. “The Doc’s about to do her thing. Want me to distract you?”

He shook his head. “I’m good.”

In spite of her irritation, Audrey was impressed that the doctor didn’t appear squeamish about getting blood on her hand or her dress as she palpated his arm. Audrey dropped down on the sidewalk next to them. “For God’s sake, be careful! There could be shards in there.”

The redhead shook her head. “He’ll be fine.”

“He’s not fine. Any second his body is going to realize something really bad has happened and he’s going to go into deep shock. We need to get him to a hospital. Please.” Why was she begging these people to help their friend? Wasn’t that why they had come?

Matrix man reached up with his good arm and took her hand, pulling her down beside him. She felt the tingle again, and fought the most bizarre urge to press closer to him. “You can call an ambulance if you want, but by the time it gets here, my arm will be good as new. The busy paramedics of Hudson have better things to do with their time.”

As he spoke, the redhead moved. Audrey blanched. She had gotten used to blood and bone and muscle in medical school, but the redhead was manipulating his broken arm, teasing the bone back under the skin into a straight line.

“Stop! You’re going to make it worse. Those muscles are swollen…”

Matrix man held both of her hands in an iron grip. “Give her a minute. I’m sick of sitting on the sidewalk in this shitty neighborhood. Want to go get a drink when she’s done?”

He was hitting on her? Her disbelief must have shown on her face because he smiled, eyes lighting with humor. “We could also skip the niceties and just go back to my place. Are you into kink?”

He was nuts. Tough as hell, but nuts. “Absolutely not. My brother is the only deviant in the family. I’m normal.” She glanced down at his arm and saw that it was straight and the skin was unbroken. It became impossible to breathe.

“No, you’re not. Are you a hypno-talent? Like your brother?”

Her jaw dropped. She shook her head. “No talent at all.”

“Right.” He rubbed his arm, flexed his hand, then used it to push himself to his feet. He held out his hand to help her up and she took it. All three of them stared at her as she stood up and self-consciously tugged her hand out of his grasp.

“Sorry, can’t do anything for your coat.” The doctor gestured at the singed leather.

Matrix man shrugged. “I have several more just like it.” Now that he was back on his feet, he towered over her again. Audrey’s mouth went dry as she tried to swallow. She shook her head to clear it. Peripherally, something gleamed on the sidewalk.

She stepped away from him. Oxygen rushed into her lungs. The gleam was her car keys. She must have flung them out of her purse when the creep grabbed her, thank God. At least she had a way home.

“I’m getting out of here,” she said.

The women smiled. “So are we. You interrupted our date.”

Matrix man bowed. “Sorry about that. Thank you, ladies.”

Sam helped the sparkling doctor to her feet, and then bent to offer her first one shoe, then the other, smiling up at her. The doctor straightened her dress and examined her arms—for blood, Audrey supposed. “You’re welcome, but I don’t want you driving just yet. Use the arm a little before you get on that motorcycle. I don’t want you going ninety on the highway and getting distracted by a stiff elbow.”

He sighed, then leaned down to air kiss her cheek. “Thank you for working your magic, my friend. I’m sorry I interrupted your date.” He tugged a pair of leather gloves out of his coat pocket and pulled one over his right hand before he held it out to Sam. When she shook it, he pulled her in for a not-quite kiss too.

“It was just a hospital function.” Sam opened the door of the sleek black car and helped her girlfriend inside.

“Take good care of him!” the doctor called to Audrey just before the door slammed.

“Nice to meet you, Audrey.” Sam gave her a friendly nod and walked around the car. In seconds, the car roared away and she was left standing on the curb as if nothing unusual had transpired.

Reality returned. Now it was time to go home and cancel all her credit cards since that creep had gotten her purse. Screw work. The mice could live without their nightly treat.

“Goodnight,” she muttered and began walking down the street.

She felt him following her.

“Go away,” she said over her shoulder.

“No way, I want to make sure you make it safely to your car.”

She kept walking. “Because you did such a stellar job of that earlier? No thanks. I was fine, you know. You shouldn’t have interfered.”

“Yeah, you really looked like you were about to kick his ass.”

“Actually, I was about to break his nose. The gun complicated things, but he didn’t pull that until you came along,” she grumbled.

“That wasn’t a gun.”

She stopped walking. “What do you mean? He blew your arm apart.” And that sparkly woman had fixed it. Somehow. Sweat prickled her armpits. Now that the emergency was over, the weirdness was setting in. It wasn’t impossible that she could be in a bit of shock herself. She glanced back down the street to the club. Maybe she should go back to Jake.

Matrix man glanced over her shoulder. “Isn’t that your purse?”

She whirled. Her bag was on the steps of an apartment building, contents scattered. She grabbed her billfold and opened it to see if her credit cards were there. They were. Gratitude for the near miss sent tears to her eyes. She kept everything in her purse—money, credit cards, cell phone, iPod, Kindle—and having it disappear because some asshole wanted a bottle of cheap whiskey or a crack fix had upset her more than she wanted to admit. Her cash was gone, but losing a hundred bucks was getting off easy. She felt a wide grin split her face. She looked up at him. He was staring at her closely, blue eyes roving over her face.

“What?”

“You have a beautiful smile.”

She glanced back down at her purse, embarrassment overwhelming her glee. “Um, thanks.” She shook her head, dismissing the compliment. Guys like him did not go all googly-eyed over girls like her. Well, not unless they were into smart chicks obsessed with mice alleles.

His large gloved hand broke her field of vision. “Allow me to introduce myself. Calvin Davis, master electrician, physics professor and sexual Dominant.”

His smile challenged her to respond in kind. She was completely out of her league with this man, but she wouldn’t lie to herself. He had fascinated her from the moment she saw him. She felt her heart beating faster than normal. Her pulse throbbed in her wrists, throat and groin. For God’s sake, her body was coming alive, blood rushing to places it hadn’t been for far too long. Out of her element? Undeniably.

Up for the challenge? Absolutely.

She took his hand. The leather was soft and supple. She didn’t know how to retreat, nor did she want to, so she laid down a challenge of her own. “Audrey Fallon, geneticist, Tae Kwon Do black belt and utterly vanilla.”





Cal didn’t believe her for a minute about the vanilla part. Even if her clear response to him hadn’t clued him in, Truman had picked her out of the line-up in the Lair. He didn’t know how his buddy did it, but he was never wrong.

It wasn’t only Tru’s assurance that made him certain she would be receptive to a little negotiation. It was the lack of fear in her eyes and the fact that she was talented too. This one wouldn’t be afraid to experiment. She was strong, maybe strong enough to bend, strong enough to break.

A sharp blue flash exploded from his left palm.

“Sorry.” He winced. “Forgot to put my other glove back on.”

Her eyes widened. It only took a couple seconds for her to put it together. “Electrician?” she asked.

“Always better to have talent for your life’s work. But it’s not the only way I like to use my skills.” She shuddered—not the response he had been hoping for, but at least it was a place to start. He had never scened with anyone who knew his secret. Electrical play was edgy enough, even without a supernatural element. Why hadn’t she been harmed when she touched his skin?

“Can I touch your arm?” he asked.

Slowly, she nodded. “You may.”

The regal way she granted him permission turned him on, almost too much. It was difficult to keep his charge beneath the surface of his skin, and he didn’t want to go off again like a short-circuited teenager.

He focused his energy inward, grounding himself to the earth. He raised one finger, allowing only the faintest current to run down his arm, his hand, through the fingertip he stroked lightly from her shoulder to the back of her hand.

She closed her eyes. He watched her breasts rise and fall. Her mouth fell softly open. Energy coursed between them, filling him with a heady sense of power. As the blue light flared, he tamped it down, kept it focused just on the tip of his finger as he leaned down to whisper into her ear, “This is the least of what I can do.”

He interrupted the current so that instead of caressing her in a steady stream, it pulsed. Her eyes flew wide. “A human vibrator?”

He nodded, accepting her teasing. Humor was an excellent way for her to process what was happening. “At the low end of the spectrum. A human whip, or a stun gun at the other end.” She had to know what she might be getting into.

“So how come you ended up with a broken arm if you can zap at will?”

“You got between us. I didn’t want to fry you.”

“I appreciate that,” she said wryly.

But would she appreciate more? He needed to get rid of some electricity, and although he could dump it into Davis Electric, he’d rather experiment with her. “My arm is fine now. You got your purse back. Since the Doc took my keys, I have no way to get home. I would love to get to know you better.” Fuck it, why not? “Actually, I would love for you to drive me home so I can talk you into letting me dominate you. If you like the way my charge feels on your arm, you’ll like how it feels other places. You might even love it.”

Her mouth fell open, then shut. “Um, I don’t have the vernacular for this.”

“I’ll explain everything. You just have to trust me.” He said it like it was the easiest thing in the world, but he knew it wasn’t.

“I don’t know you. I can’t… I shouldn’t even get in a car with you. I definitely shouldn’t agree to…oh, dear God. This is not what I do.”

“That’s why you set up a safe call.” Her brother probably wasn’t going to like this, but Cal was willing to risk it. “Call Jake. Tell him you are with me, that I’ve asked you to scene with me. Tell him you will text him every hour on the hour and let him know you are okay. I promise you will be better than okay. As soon as we get to my house, we’ll run through a list of things you are and are not willing to experience. You’ll have a safe word, a verbal way of communicating your comfort to me. I assure you I am a master at reading nonverbal cues too. I will not hurt you unless you allow me to. We will observe the niceties to the letter.”

She raised a dark eyebrow, a stark contrast to her pale hair. “Why can’t we run through that list now?”

“Because I don’t want you to leave me stranded on the street when I ask you if you will allow me to make you orgasm.”


Chapter Four

Audrey gasped. There was no way to act cool when someone said something like that, so she wasn’t even going to try. Was he good enough at reading nonverbal cues to realize she might let him make her orgasm right here in the middle of the skankiest street in downtown Hudson?

“Please say yes.” His tense entreaty spurred her to action. Without breaking eye contact, she searched her purse for her phone. Was it her imagination or were his brilliant blue eyes sparking with orange and yellow highlights, as if he really were electric?

Jake was number one on her speed dial, an easy hit.

He answered before it rang. “Aud?”

“I’m going home with Calvin Davis. He’s asked me to text you every hour, on the hour to…”

Her brother’s low growl carried through the connection. “I know why he wants you to text me. You don’t have to explain. The bastard suggested me for your safe call? Pervert. You sure you don’t want to get your feet wet with a training wheels Dom? If you want to try subbing, I could hook you up with a nice, non-deadly normal, you know.”

“Are you telling me not to do this?” There were definite sparks in Calvin’s eyes now. She wanted to move closer to him to see if she could feel them on her skin.

Jake growled again. “No. I guess you’re actually safer with him than just about anyone. You have to learn to control power like his or it kills you. You can trust him. But Audrey—”

“Exactly how long have you known him, Jake?” she interrupted.

Jake’s sigh was more like a hiss. “About ten years.”

This time, she was the one who let the silence build between them. Jake knew other talents and hadn’t told her? “We are going to have a talk about that later,” she finally said.

“Why kink now, Aud? Why him? Are you sure you know what you’re getting into?”

“No,” she said honestly. “But I’m curious.” She invoked the word that had sent her to medical school and fueled her through two PhDs.

“Then God help poor Calvin Davis.”

She hadn’t known she wanted her brother’s blessing until he gave it. “Thanks, Jake.”

“Don’t forget to text me.”

“Who’s the pervert now?” She ended the call with his chuckle in her ear. Before she dropped her phone back in her purse, she glanced at the display. “It’s nine o’clock. Where do you live?”

Her nerves sizzled as he pressed a hand to her lower back, guiding her toward the parking lot down the street. “Niagara Falls.”

“So how many talented people are there in Hudson?” Her question seemed to catch him off guard. Abruptly, the current cut off between them and she took her first easy breath in an hour.

“Your brother doesn’t tell you about his friends?”

She shook her head. “Jake has always been very protective of me since I don’t have a gift.” Calvin gave her that disbelieving look again, but she ignored it to ask, “Are you all, um, kinky?”

His fingers caressed her spine. The current returned, making her feel energized. “Not the girls. Our friend Truman keeps trying to turn them on to kink, but they won’t even let us watch. We find it very irritating.”

She snorted and hit the button to unlock her car. He opened the door for her, waiting until she buckled her seat belt to shut it. She had all of ten seconds to indulge in a silent scream to settle her nerves before he opened the passenger door and slid into the car. The smell of leather filled the vehicle.

The click of his seatbelt was loud. “Communication is essential to any power exchange, and it works both ways. Let’s wait until we reach my home to negotiate, but I want to give you something to think about while you drive.” He kept his fists in his lap. “I’ve never scened with anyone who knew about my talent, so this is a first for me too.”

As a doctor, she was used to knowing things and feeling like she was in charge. With him, she definitely felt disadvantaged, and she respected that he wasn’t power-tripping on that. Instead, he was sharing information to put her at ease. “How did you keep your power a secret from your partners? You glow. An occasional little shock can be explained, but that zap before was intense.”

He shrugged. “Blindfolds. Hoods. Like I said, my electricity can be sharply focused like a whip. I can also divide the current so that it feels like a flogger…or a feather. No one ever actually saw what I was doing to them. And since I’m a Dominant, I insisted they never touch me.”

“Oh.” That was disappointing. Her eyes lingered on the swell of his massive shoulders beneath the leather, the taut plane of his stomach beneath his white shirt, the columns of his thighs under his smooth leather pants. She felt like she was saying goodbye.

Two could play this honesty game. “I’d like to touch you.”

His breath hissed through his teeth. “We’ll see.” He straightened his body in the seat and stared out over the hood. “Take the one-ninety.”

Across the parking lot, she saw the silhouette of an enormous black and chrome motorcycle. “Is that yours?”

He nodded.

“Will it be all right down here?”

“It has a security system that’s the equivalent of a high voltage fence and no one can drive it but me.” He grinned. “It’s electric.”

“That’s incredible.”

“You should see my hovercraft.”

“Seriously?” She pulled out of the parking lot. There was no other traffic, and it was a straight shot onto the highway.

“I’m bragging, but yes. I do bioelectric research. I’ve come up with all sorts of gadgets trying to reverse engineer my abilities, but so far no one can run them but me. That’s what I’m working on now—a bioelectric enhancer. The human body runs on electrical impulses. Every thought, every movement, every bodily function depends on electricity created by energy in cells, but it’s not powerful enough to do any work. I’m researching ways to boost the electrical output of the human body from millivolts to thousands of volts of pure green energy.” He paused. “Shit, I’m boring you, aren’t I?”

She gave him a sideways smile. “Not at all. I’m a science geek, too, although I have to say, you hide it better than I do.”

“Don’t let the leather fool you. It’s just my way of making the world a safer place. People get a little pissed when you accidentally stun them.”

“Is that what happens when people touch you?”

“Usually. It takes a lot of effort to keep my electrons under control. Mostly, I keep my skin covered and my hands to myself.”

“But I touched you and only felt a little hum. Why is that?”

“I don’t know.” He sounded thoughtful. “Here, take this exit.”

She turned off the highway and followed his directions until they pulled into a dark driveway. She slowed to go over a small bridge. They went up and around three winding curves before pulling through an elaborate set of wrought iron gates. She stopped the car in front of a sprawling two-story brick and siding house with a four bay garage. It was completely dark.

Her stomach tightened. She knew nothing about this man other than he was capable of killing with his power and her brother trusted him, which actually was saying something because Jake didn’t trust anybody, especially with her.

Cal got out of the car and walked around to open her door. She also knew he had good manners. She slid out of the car and stood next to him. And that he made her skin hum in a pleasant and distracting way. He made her feel…lively, that was the perfect word for the way her heart was thumping blood through her veins. But that didn’t mean she should go into the house with him. It had been a weird night, and it promised to get weirder unless she got back in the car and drove home, which was getting less likely every minute.

He reached around her to shut the car door. Then his hand touched her lower back again and she could feel it through her clothes, a little hum between them. He did feel like a vibrator, and she wanted to wiggle around and put him in just the right spot. Lord knows she had done enough of that over the years as boyfriend after boyfriend came up with a reason why it wasn’t her, it was them. It was impossible to believe them, of course. It had to be her. But if she had something else in her life, like talent, she wouldn’t care. He seemed so certain she wasn’t normal. Could Cal help her discover a hidden gift?

She allowed him to usher her to his front door, where he removed his gloves and touched a metal plate set into the brick. She heard bolts slide. He opened the door. “Allow me to go first.” He stepped into the darkness and the hall filled with light.

“You don’t believe in leaving a light on for your return home?”

“I suppose I could, but I’d have to re-wire the house. The floor is made out of conductive tile and my shoes have metal in them. I am the light in this house.” He walked down the hall and she watched lights illuminate his path.

“Whoa,” she said, gingerly stepping into the house but being careful to stay on the hall rug. “Is it safe?”

“I won’t bore you with the intricacies of molecular structure, but yes, that’s the tricky part of my research. Creating a material that has enough resistance to be safe for normal bare feet, yet conducts electrons well enough to carry a current. You are perfectly safe in my home.” His eyes glowed with blue fire. “In every way.”

He held out his hand and she took it, biting back the moan that leapt into her throat at his touch. Was it the electricity that was making her so responsive? If so, she was going to buy a dozen electric blankets when she got home.

“You feel that too?” His eyes held an arrested expression.

“I feel a very pleasant buzz. It makes me feel, um, energetic.” Like jumping your bones and having wild, swinging chandelier, monkey sex. “Restless, but kind of cheerful,” she finished, as they entered a kitchen. Dim light began to glow from recessed bulbs in the ceiling. No chandeliers, thank God.

He let go of her hand and leaned against the counter. “Touching you makes me feel drunk. I haven’t unintentionally touched bare skin without causing someone pain since I came into my powers. I am terrified. Elated. And incredibly aroused. Are you hungry?” he asked, abruptly switching subjects.

She shook her head, feeling dazed.

“Thirsty?”

“I’d love a glass of water.” To pour over my head.

He pulled a glass from a cupboard and opened the refrigerator. He poured water from a pitcher. Scientific curiosity forced her to ask, “What happens if you get water on your skin?”

“Nothing, if the water is electrically neutral. Sparks sometimes, if it has minerals or impurities in it. It depends on how juiced I am.”

“How juiced are you now?”

His voice was rueful. “About as wired as I’ve ever been in my life.”

His answer gave her pleasure. “Thank you,” she said, accepting the glass.

“You’re welcome. It’s the least I can do to thank you for the ride.”

She almost choked on her drink, as her thoughts spiraled into the gutter. His eyes were on her, which made it difficult to conceal the turn her thoughts had taken, but if the intense look on his face was anything to go by, she didn’t have to. He was right there in the gutter with her.

“Are you ready to begin?” he asked, with a gleam in his eyes.

She nodded slowly.

His grin was a quick flash of white teeth, while the lights brightened around them. “My dungeon is in the basement.”


Chapter Five

Cal led her down the stairs, sending enough energy into the floor to light the room ahead of them, hoping it wouldn’t look completely perverted and deviant to her, but it was a dungeon, so he didn’t expect to have much luck. He didn’t cater to vanilla down here. He didn’t even cater to middle of the road kinky. He served his needs with experienced submissive women who loved electrical play and would allow him to restrict their sight, hearing and movement. He didn’t want to have to explain sparks and flashes or the occasional boom of thunder. An accidental touch could cause injury, so the leather table in the center of the space was rigged with full-body restraints, not just ankle and wrist manacles. His table could immobilize Frankenstein’s monster. It had straps every four inches that adjusted for every body type. One willing sub had clapped her hands at the sight of his table, but he was afraid Audrey was going to say something more along the lines of—

“Holy shit.”

He grabbed her hand, fearing she would turn tail and flee back up the stairs. She allowed him to draw her forward, but her eyes never left the table. He feared her response wasn’t going to get any more positive when she started looking around.

He hadn’t been kidding about the geek stuff in the car. Most of his co-workers at the university shunned him, thinking he was more than a little odd. He encouraged that. He didn’t want anyone getting too close and asking about his gloves. The new insulating material he had designed was nearly invisible, but still. He wore thick glasses, treated with anti-glare to hide the occasional glow of his too-blue eyes. He called in sick when it rained. He knew they thought he was a freak, but he didn’t care. He was used to that.

His friends at the Lair thought he was a freak too. They just thought he was their kind of freak. They assumed his bright eyes were contacts, his leather stemmed from a love of hardcore kink, and any stray sparks or shock were attributed to too much time with the violet wand.

Upstairs, his house was filled with the normal minutiae of daily living, once you got past the fact that it was powered by him. But his enormous basement held his real life, half-dungeon, half-research lab, separated by a wall and a locked door. The dungeon was his playground and the lab was where he did the research he couldn’t afford to be caught doing at work. Naturally, Audrey’s eyes were drawn to the door separating the rooms.

“Good God, what’s on the other side of the wall?” she asked.

“My private lab.”

Her eyes lit up. “Can I see it?”

“Only if you are a very good girl.”

She bit her lip, eyes skating over the whips and canes displayed on one wall. Her gaze stopped on the hoods, modeled on wire heads above the couch.

Cal chuckled. “How on earth is it that Jake Fallon’s sister looks like she’s never seen a dungeon before? Your brother never showed you—”

“Eww, no! Jake did his thing and I did mine, and since he was always in trouble, I sort of went the other way, hoping if I was good enough, our foster parents would put up with his crap.”

“Ah, I know how that is. I was raised by my aunt, so I had to behave too.” He drew her forward, toward the black leather beneath the shelf of hoods. He was walking on uncertain ground with her. His previous sexual partners had all been pain sluts into electrical play and extreme restraints. Audrey was an admitted vanilla and the kid sister of a guy who could kick his ass…and shred his mind. Jake could suggest he spend the rest of his life cleaning toilets with a toothbrush and that would be that. Speaking of which. “Text your brother.”

“What?”

“Text your safe call. I want a full hour once we begin.”

She pulled her phone out of her purse and touched the screen. When she was finished, she held up the screen. I’m safe in Bluebeard’s cave. She pointed at the hoods on the shelf and grinned.

“Very funny.” He patted the couch next to him. “I’ll let you decide whether you want to be blindfolded, but I’ll have to insist on the table restraints and the monitors. Safety first. I don’t want to hurt you accidentally.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Monitors?”

Now it was his turn to grin. “Not video monitors. I have a heart monitor, temperature sensors and an EEG built into the table. I’ll keep a very careful eye on your vital signs. Each person’s response to electrical stimulation is unique, and I want you to know that your safety is my first priority.”

“Jake says I can trust you. I’m not worried.”

“Well, you should be.” He was flattered, but informed consent was the only kind he was interested in. She had to understand what she was agreeing to do.

“I know this feels good to you.” He stroked one finger down her bare arm, sending a low current to greet her. She sighed and leaned toward him. He had to force himself not to rush her. “But at higher voltages, electricity can stop your heart, cause internal burns and seizures, neuropathy…”

“I’m a doctor, Cal. I know the risks. But I’ve lived my whole life in Jake’s shadow, wishing I was talented too. Tonight I started to wonder if my lack of talent might be something more. I want to do this. I want you to push me, to see if I respond the same way everyone else does. Maybe we’ll discover I’m special too.” She glanced above her head at the hoods. “Although, can’t we just…fool around? See what happens? Do we have to use all the props? You use this stuff to keep your partners from realizing you’re electric, right? You don’t have to hide that from me.”

An image of them naked, making love in the missionary position with nothing between them, rendered him incapable of speech for a good fifteen seconds. He shook his head. “No, but I have to control myself, which isn’t easy considering I haven’t touched a woman on purpose in at least fifteen years. Your skin is so soft it makes me dizzy. Hungry. And violent.”

She licked her lips, and he thought of kissing her. Her mouth looked soft. Her full lips were a natural dark pink and he could tell from the way her face creased when she smiled that it was something she did often. His eyes dropped to her breasts, round and full beneath her cotton top, her slim waist, her full hips, that plump ass he couldn’t wait to mark with his whip. Impatience and desire tinged his vision with blue sparks. He couldn’t kiss her, not now, but if their session went well and her vitals were strong…

He fought the swirling mass of energy back into his center. His vision cleared. “No, I’m sorry. There is only one way I can do this.” He couldn’t risk allowing her to touch him, even if she begged. Actually, he hoped she begged, but it still wouldn’t make it safe. Maybe after they had come a half dozen times, he’d be steady enough to think about giving her some control over their play.

He forced his hand back into his lap. She needed to make these decisions without the influence of his touch. He’d had the twenty minute car ride to create a scenario that would bring her pleasure and give him the release he needed. Electricity buzzed and itched along the surface of his skin. Could she see it? How would she handle it? Her brow wrinkled and he realized he was taking too long to explain. “Sorry. I’ve never played with a novice before, and there is just no polite way to phrase what I want to do with you.”

She dipped her chin and looked at him from beneath lowered brows. She raised her hand, palm up, and made a bring it on motion with her fingers. “What would you do with a more experienced partner?”

He took a deep breath. “I’d make you strip and drop a hood over your head. Then I’d strap you to the table so that you absolutely could not move a muscle. I’d whip you if you liked it, but you already know what I can do. I don’t have to pretend. I probably don’t need to use a conductor, either, but I will.” He wanted to touch her; he didn’t want to harm her. “I’m wired so tight I can’t move without shooting sparks. I need to get rid of energy somehow. I don’t know how long it will take. I don’t know how much it will hurt. I don’t know how much energy you can handle or if you even have the pain threshold to consider taking me on tonight, but I hope you do.”

Her eyes were wide. Maybe he should break it down another way. “Do you like pleasure?”

“Yes.” Her voice was soft but certain. She didn’t look frightened.

“Pain?”

“I have no idea.”

“Fair enough.” He had to clamp down on his loose wires again. “I think we should approach this scientifically and keep all of the variables the same but one. You are the first variable. Will you submit to my commands tonight?”

Her nod was slow.

“Are there any limits you would like to place on what I do to you?”

“I don’t know enough about this to imagine limits. Tell me what your goal in this is.”

An excellent question. “To bring us pleasure. Extreme pleasure,” he qualified.

“I don’t know what girl would say no to that.”

His heart began to pound, pushing fire through his veins. “It will probably leave some temporary marks. Are you okay with that?” She nodded. “Okay, here’s the biggie—sex.” Why did he feel like such a cad bringing this up? “I’d like to bring you to orgasm. With my fingers and my mouth and then I’d like to put on a nice, insulating condom and fuck you. How do you feel about that?”

She blinked. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so bluntly propositioned.”

“That’s not what I asked. Your brain will think you out of this experience if you let it. How do you feel about being with me? Are you aroused? What is your body telling you?”

She frowned, making him desperate for her answer. “My body says yes.”

“Excellent. Did you come straight from work?”

She nodded.

“Did you have dinner?”

She shook her head.

“I didn’t either. So after our scene, I’ll cook you dinner and we’ll interpret the results of our experiment. Sound like a plan?”

“I’m a vegetarian.”

“So in the vernacular of BDSM, you safeword at dead animals. Got it. Speaking of which—if you want me to stop, say red. If you are uncomfortable in any way, say yellow. Otherwise, green means go.”

She nodded. “Green it is.”


Chapter Six

“Ready when you are.”

Audrey swallowed. She had agreed to have sex with a man she had just met. Surely there was something wrong with that. She had certainly felt anxiety every other time she had gotten this far with a date. But this wasn’t a date, was it? Nope, this was an experiment. Cal had approached it with clinical detachment, if she discounted what he said about her skin making him dizzy.

Maybe she felt so comfortable because she was in familiar territory, dealing with variables, physical evidence and controlled stimulus. Of course, in a minute she’d be naked, which might affect her comfort level, but she hoped her desire to reveal a talent would outweigh any anxiety.

She stood and stripped, folding each item of clothing and placing it neatly on the couch beside him.

He watched her, eyes holding steady on whatever new skin she bared. What had he called their discussion? A negotiation? It certainly took the pressure off. She wasn’t worrying about how far to let this progress. She wasn’t thinking about whether or not he had a condom or if he really wanted to be doing this with her. It was freeing to have the answers to all of those questions up front. She hooked her thumbs in her panties, pushed them over her hips and stepped out of them.

He stood and she followed him to the table, climbing on when he gestured at the surface. She felt a little bit like she was at the doctor’s office as she perched on the cold leather. All she needed to complete the experience was the crinkle of paper, a hospital gown and a lap drape.

“Facedown.”

She complied. No woman on earth would be able to crawl naked across a table and go facedown without wondering how her ass looked while she was doing it. Martial arts kept her fit, but female was female, curves were curves, and she had more of them than the American feminine ideal. Audrey hoped her ass looked at least as good as the last one he’d seen on his table. As she settled herself flat, she realized she was aroused. Her nipples were hard and sensitive, and she shivered with pleasure as they touched the cool leather table.

“Don’t worry, you won’t be cold in a minute.”

He started with her hands. His fingers didn’t touch her skin as he fastened the Velcro closures around her wrists. She heard the zip and rip as he adjusted the fit. “Okay?” he asked.

“Yes, fine. I mean green.” She giggled, then wished she hadn’t because she sounded nervous and she wasn’t.

He spent less time adjusting the body restraints, probably because it was a straight shot down her prone form. “Try to wiggle.”

She couldn’t move a muscle below her neck, just as he’d promised. She lifted her head to watch him shrug out of his coat. Beneath the coat he wore a white tank top of the wife beater variety. Appropriate. She stifled another giggle. As he turned to cross the room, he stripped off the tank and she glimpsed a stark lightning bolt inked down the center of his back. Also appropriate.

Did they all have them? Tattoos to signify their super powers? Her brother had a king cobra between his shoulder blades. The Doc had the staff of Aesculapius. Cal had a lightning bolt. She relaxed against the table, wondering what Sam had tattooed on her back.

When he returned, he held a slip of black material. “Even though I don’t need to hide my powers from you, a hood might make it easier to accept what is happening. The sound of a lash whistling toward your back is scary until you learn to love its kiss on your skin. Blue fire, sparks and thunder can also be frightening. With your eyes and ears covered, you can just focus on how you feel, okay?”

She nodded and he slid the material over her head.

Terror, instant and complete, surrounded her. Stop! Why are you doing this? I’ll be good!

She screamed.

He whipped the hood off her head. “What happened?”

She panted, head craned, every muscle rock-hard with tension. “I don’t know! No blindfold, no blindfold, no…” He began unfastening the Velcro straps. “No, stop, wait! I’m sorry. I’m okay now.”

“You are not okay.” He unfastened the rest of the straps and pulled her into a sitting position, cradled on his lap. “Was it the hood or the restraints?”

“The hood. I’m fine now.” She sighed, resting against him for a moment, disappointed that their experiment had failed so quickly. His heart beat under her cheek, a comforting thud. She nestled closer.

He froze, muscled arms stiffening around her.

“What?” she asked.

“Um, I’m touching you.”

“Yes, you are. It’s nice. Don’t stop.”

Slowly, he began to run his hand up and down her arm, soothing the last tremors from her body. “Mmm, that’s even better.” Everywhere he touched felt warm. She snuggled into his neck, inhaling. “You smell like fireworks.”

His hand settled on her bare hip, then moved down her thigh. His chuckle was rough and strained. “You scared the hell out of me.”

“I’m sorry,” she said again. “Do we have to stop?”

“That’s up to you.”

“I want to try again,” she decided. “But no blindfold.”

He looked uncertain.

“Please,” she added. “I want to experiment and see if I have a talent too.” His hand was still on her thigh, sending a subtle vibration through her. She flexed her hips and he groaned, moving both of his hands to the table and pressing them flat. She clung to him for balance.

“Audrey.”

She looked up. Sparks flew from his eyes and landed on her cheeks like pixie dust. She reached up to touch them. “Audrey,” he ground out again. “Please get off my lap and get back on the table.”

“Oh! Sorry.” She slid to the floor and he stood up, taking several quick steps away from her. Was it bad form to be happy she had such an extreme effect on him? She crawled up on the table again, this time even more aware of the sexy sway of her ass and breasts, hoping he was watching her. She heard him cursing under his breath and she grinned.

This time, when he strapped her legs to the table, he placed them far apart.

“What’s your safeword?” he asked.

“Red.”

“And how do you feel now?’

“Green.”

She heard a whirring sound and lifted her head. The monitors, right. All normal. She admired his tattoo again as he walked across the room. It made her think of his gunpowder scent and the sparks in his eyes. He pulled a length of silver wire from a drawer and she watched it spool from his hand. She lowered her head into the padded rest and closed her eyes, waiting for the whip.

When it came, she wasn’t ready. His first blow cracked across her shoulders, more sound than pain. She jumped, a ripple of tense muscle. If she hadn’t been strapped down, reaction would have knocked her off the table. Her back buzzed with hundreds of racing impulses. She waited for the next strike. It didn’t come.

“Green,” she said impatiently, anxious for the swarm of angry dragonflies to land. He hit her again. She felt her skin coming to life, singing and crying for more intense vibrations. He gave them to her, working the whip down the length of her back, over her butt and thighs. There was music in this, a pattern of blows, the crack of the whip, and underneath it, the steady rumble of thunder. Light flashed on her eyelids. She felt a drumbeat in her sternum, pressed against the table. Could he hear it too? He must be able to hear it, to feel it. He was the one creating it.

She flowed with the beat, letting the music take her up and down. If she could have moved, she would have swayed to the irresistible rhythm that begged her to follow it. A teasing buzz between her legs sent her dancing over the edge. Another beat caught her attention as she felt fingers slide in and out of her body, sending her flying toward a second crescendo. She couldn’t move, and yet she was spinning, flying out of control over peak after peak. Her body pulsed in time with the orgasms that shook her inner flesh in an endless symphony of sensation.

Abruptly, the music stopped.

She cried out, reaching for more with immobile arms, running with legs held fast. A spasm racked her body, thwarted from reaching its goal. “Shh, wait,” she heard, and realized she was whimpering, sobbing, begging.

The table shifted beneath her. She felt air swirl between her legs. She tried to remember the sequence of events he had laid out for her. A beating, fingers…tongue, yes.

She no longer felt music, but her body was still singing. Her vibrator at home could not compare to the warm, wet buzz moving through her core, commanding her attention, claiming her entire being. He suckled gently at her clit and she wished she could see what his mouth looked like against her. He moved faster and she was no longer able to shape a thought except more, more, which he gave her until the sound of her screams eclipsed the hum of her body and she came hard against his mouth, so violently that it felt like her clenching muscles would vibrate hard and fast forever.

Cool air again. She sensed him moving away from her. A shudder shook her, pinned as she was to the table. She felt as if she were coming out of REM sleep, shuddering with involuntary reaction as aftershocks of energy coursed through her body. She had no control; she was locked in the moment.

Something pressed against her inner thighs. Then the head of him entered her body. She greeted the music with a scream of rapture.

He pulled away. “Safeword?”

What was her safeword? How could she get him to do that again? And again? With profound relief, she remembered.





The word was muffled, but she’d said green. A good thing. He was dead level steady after pouring an ungodly amount of electricity into her accommodating body, but he was dying to get inside her. The heart monitor had graphed normal rhythms and the EEG patterns were normal, too, so he’d carried on long past the point he usually stopped with other subs. His whip strikes on her back had started out as a grid, but then he’d filled it in with diagonal lines. The pattern had begun to tessellate and he’d gotten caught up in the ecstasy of her near-constant climaxes until he’d run out of room on her back.

He pulled his gloves onto his hands. He was pretty certain he was only feeling the natural arousal of a male for a woman, not the unnatural wired-up need to discharge energy, but he still wasn’t taking any chances. He kept his pants between their thighs and only entered her as far as the edge of the condom allowed. He gripped her ass with his gloved hands and worked his cock in and out of her body.

Again, no dangerous activity on the monitors. She was unbelievable. He settled his feet flat on the floor and surrendered to the white-hot flash of energy barreling up and outward, keeping one eye on the monitors until his vision blurred, blued. He saw sparks and heard thunder. The acrid smell of ozone smoke drifted through the air. His world caught fire, and he let it burn, excruciating. Electric. He was aware, even as his climax exploded through him, that it had never been like this.

When he could move again, he locked his knees to keep from falling forward onto her body. He took a halting step back and shucked the condom into the trash can. He fastened his pants. Weaving a bit, he grabbed another leather coat from his rack and shrugged into it before he approached the table and stripped the restraints from her body. She moaned. Her eyes were shut.

Gently, he rolled her over and gathered her into his arms. He carried her to the couch and sat down with her on his lap. “Are you okay?” he asked softly.

She opened one eye. “If you have to ask, you’re doing it wrong.”

He chuckled and hugged her, careful to keep leather between them.

Both of her eyes opened. “You don’t scare me, you know.” She grabbed his head and pulled it down. He twisted out of her grasp. Hurt flashed in her dark eyes.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he protested. “I’ve never kissed a girl before. You terrify me.”

She looked appeased. “I let you strap me to a table and tickle me with a wire—don’t tell me I scare you.”

“Tickle? Did you just say tickle? I zapped you with enough energy to run the house for a week—don’t tell me it didn’t hurt you.”

She shook her head. “Didn’t hurt.”

“You might change your mind when you see your back.”

She craned her neck to look over her shoulder. His gaze dropped to her breast, now thrust in his face. He licked her nipple. She gasped and scrambled out of his lap. “How come you can touch me but I can’t touch you?”

“Because I’m paying attention when I touch you. I keep the current controlled. You do not want to surprise me.” She stood in front of him, which put her pussy at eye level. He looked, naturally, then laughed as she dashed across the room for her clothes. “A little late for modesty, don’t you think?”

“Easy for you to say. I haven’t seen you naked yet.”

He watched her dress with the same surgical precision with which she had stripped an hour ago. He took her hand and tugged her toward the stairs.

“You promised to show me the lab,” she protested.

“After dinner. I’m starving. Text your brother while I check out what’s in the fridge.”

She doubled back to grab her purse. “What did you see on the heart monitors?” she asked as she sent the text.

“Normally, the levels stay pretty low for a first session with a new sub. Progressive sessions build electricity in the muscles, almost like stored energy. It’s the basis for my bioelectrical enhancer research, but it’s damn hard on my sex life. I can’t work with a sub more than a half dozen times before it gets dangerous. I always have to find someone new.” Best to get that out there. He didn’t want her to form an attachment to him. “Your levels stayed within normal limits.”

“Normal or normal limits with a new sub?”

“Normal,” he said. “But I don’t know what that means. You haven’t manifested any kind of power?”

She shook her head.

“Have you tried?”

She snorted. “I’ve tried everything I could think of. I jumped off the shed to see if I could fly. I burned my arm playing with fire. I nearly drowned myself in the bathtub trying to breathe underwater, which was bad enough, but then Jake beat the hell out of me for being so stupid. The only thing remotely unusual about me is that Jake can’t make me do things.”

“And Sam can’t mess with your head.”

“Nope.”

“And my electrons don’t hurt you.”

“Definitely not.”

The sly grin on her face made him hard again, but he refused to be distracted. “Do you think you’re a neutral? Maybe other talents don’t affect you?”

“What kind of a lame power is that? That’s like an anti-talent, worse than having no talent at all.” She frowned, picking up her abandoned water glass on the kitchen counter and taking a long sip.

“Oh, I don’t know. It works out well for me.” Cal opened the fridge to hide his own scowl. Of course she was disappointed. She wasn’t in this for the kink. It had been an experiment, a failed experiment from her perspective, a potentially life-changing event from his perspective. He stared into the crisper without focusing on a single vegetable.

“Do you know any other talents? Can I experiment with them?” She was moving on already. Ironically, that was usually his role.

“We can talk to my friend Truman. He knows when people are lying.”

She snorted. “Truman can sense a liar? How did his parents know about his talent in time to give him such an apropos name?”

“He never knew them. In fact, he doesn’t remember much about his childhood. He literally grew up on the streets of Hudson. I’ve never asked him about his name, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he picked it himself.” Since Truman had scoped her out in the bar, that meant he could read her. Cal said nothing—she already seemed disappointed enough. He didn’t want to twist the knife. “Let me know the next time you get a boo-boo. I’ll call the Doc,” he offered. “We’ll see if she can fix you up.”

“Thanks.”

“Eggs okay?” he asked.

She nodded, and he began assembling the ingredients for a breakfast burrito. He had an excellent zucchini and tomato gratin and a couple of baked potatoes left over from last night. He shook off his disappointment. It was hypocritical to warn her that he didn’t form relationships and then get all heartbroken when she left him in the dust.

“Can I do anything to help?” she asked.

“No, I’ve got it. I’m just going to scramble some eggs and wrap them up with the zucchini. Fry some potatoes. Sound good?”

She nodded, still looking glum.

“It didn’t hurt at all?” he asked, brushing a hand down her back.

“Nope.”

“I’ll have to try harder next time. Like I said, the effects are cumulative. I think we should continue our study of your response.” Electrons leapt inside him, as if they were as eager to play with her again as he was.





“Tonight?” Audrey tried to look cool. He had made her think there wouldn’t be a next time. No matter what he said about being a science geek, the man was hot and a sex god to boot. She had too much pride to chase after him if he was giving her the brush-off, but if he still wanted to experiment, she certainly wouldn’t turn him down. Maybe further experiments would produce more data, because this one had been a total bust. Why did that make her want to cry? She’d lived without talent her whole life. She should be used to it.

Cal scraped scrambled eggs onto tortillas. “Any time you are willing. Although I think you should get some rest first. I find I have endless energy for you.” He gave her that stunning smile again before he turned his attention back to their midnight snack.

She realized she was still staring at him a few minutes later when he presented her with a burrito, crunchy fried potatoes and fruit salad.

“Wow,” she said, pretending she was talking about the food. “This looks wonderful.”

“Are you free tomorrow?” he asked.

She nodded. “Except for a lunch date.”

“Would you like to get together after lunch, then?”

“Possibly. Can I call you? I don’t know how long I’ll be.” She speared a strawberry, hoping he wouldn’t think she was blowing him off.

“Of course. I’ll give you my card.” His self-deprecating smile told her he also thought it was a funny thing to say after what they had just done together. “It will be interesting to see how you respond to higher voltages, other metals, maybe a few probes.” His eyes danced with sparks and desire stirred inside her, making her wonder exactly how much of his energy she could handle. If she heard music when he was in control, what would she feel if he let go? A full-body orchestra?

She swallowed. “Do not turn me on and kill my appetite for this beautiful meal.”

He chuckled. “I’m glad it’s not just me.”

“Definitely not.”

They finished the meal in charged silence. Afterward, he waved away her offer to help with the dishes and walked her to the door, dimming the lights as they reached the hall.

“Are you up for a quick experiment?” he asked.

“Always.”

He had shed the leather coat while he was cooking. Now he reached into the hall closet and pulled a long-sleeved turtleneck over his head. “I want to kiss you goodnight, but you have to promise not to touch me.”

Her heart slammed in her chest. She nodded, stood waiting, dying.

His mouth pressed briefly against hers, as if he were testing their connection. His lips were soft and his breath faintly smoky. She flattened her palms against the door. “Can I kiss you back?” she whispered against his lips.

He nodded and she took the lead, opening her mouth. Her tongue sought his. Pure lust crackled through her, making her head buzz and her ears ring. Blue fire flashed behind her closed lids and she opened her eyes. She held his gaze, so close, transfixed by his brilliant blue eyes.

His hands slammed into the door on either side of her head, holding his body away from her as his mouth moved roughly over hers. Energy swelled between them, a tangible force. She closed her eyes, surrendering to the melody.

Abruptly, the music cut off.

He pushed away from her, taking a few stumbling steps backward, and grabbed the banister for support.

“Um, hmm.” She blinked at him, pressing her fingers to her tingling lips. “That was…something.” She waved a vague hand at the space between them, which still seemed to vibrate with potential energy, hoping he would infer her question from the charged air between them.

He licked his lips and she moved toward him, wanting more. “For a woman who claims to have no interest in kink, you submit beautifully.”

She stopped. Was that what she had been doing? Submitting? She forced the logical part of her brain to start working again. Under normal circumstances, would she allow herself to be so easily overpowered? Would she walk toward fire while the air turned blue and smoke rose in the air? Hell no—she’d run the other way.

He cleared his throat. “It’s only natural that you would feel some residual effects from our session.”

Residual effects? She would have thrown herself at him and let him incinerate her. “Is this what BDSM is like? Is that why people do it?”

“Sometimes,” he said, walking toward her again.

She took a step back toward the door, determined to show some self-preservation, but when his finger traced a tingling line down her cheek, a soft sigh huffed out of her throat and she leaned into his touch.

“But it isn’t always this intense,” he admitted.

He pressed a card into her palm. “Text me when you get home, so I know you’re safe. And don’t forget to let your brother know you made it out of Bluebeard’s cave alive.”

He opened the door and she stepped outside, not surprised when a porch light flickered on above her head. When she reached her car, more lights lit the driveway and fairy lights twinkled in the trees as she drove away. In the darkness of her car, she felt a stupid grin spread across her face. She sighed.

Calvin Davis was dangerous, all right—just not in the way he thought.


Chapter Seven

Cal awoke Sunday morning and stared at the ceiling.

Audrey’s touch, her kiss, had been stunning. Phenomenal. It had been all he could do to keep from taking her against the door, God help him. He hadn’t wanted to let her go.

Like hell she was vanilla. Life couldn’t be that cruel. He’d attributed the intensity between them to BDSM, but what else was he going to say? I think you might be the only woman I can touch. Are you the love of my life? No, that wouldn’t be weird at all.

She had to have talent. There was no way a normal human could have withstood the current he’d pumped into her last night. His monitors would have picked up on the slightest degree of physical or mental distress, and the readout had been dead-level normal. He had to find out if she was a neutral, but he wasn’t looking forward to the conversation that would give him more information.

He growled, rolling over, very aware of his morning erection. He closed his eyes, considering his options. Rub one off before he called her brother? Or call Jake while sporting a massive hard-on? Either way, it wasn’t going to be a comfortable conversation, but he had a few questions for Jacob Fallon, a.k.a. The Cobra, a.k.a. the man who knew every talented person in the Western New York area, maybe even the country, possibly the world. There was no way Jake didn’t know there was something special about his own sister. No fucking way.

He reached for his cell, scrolling through his contacts for Jake’s name. He pressed dial, then waited for the call to go through.

“We’re not going to talk about this,” Jake said in lieu of hello.

“I didn’t call to ask for your blessing. What’s her talent, Fallon?”

“You couldn’t figure it out?” Jake’s voice was mocking.

Cagey bastard, answering a question with a question. Cal could play that game too. “You don’t know, do you?”

“Why would I? I’ve never scened with my sister.”

“Reassuring, but not an answer. Seriously, Fallon, what’s your goal here? She thinks she’s a normal.”

“My goal is to keep her safe.”

“Safe from what? Herself? After last night, she knows she’s got some sort of power. You want her to experiment on her own? Ignorance is dangerous.”

“Not necessarily. So what happened?”

Cal wasn’t giving an inch. “You tell me her talent and I’ll tell you what happened last night.”

Finally, Jake sighed. “I think she’s a neutral.”

Yes. Wait— “What do you mean you think?” Jake practically made it his business to know everything about every talent he could find. Why not his own sister? “Why don’t you know?”

“Look, Audrey doesn’t remember our father…but I do. The less she knows, the better. She can’t protect herself. I don’t want her to get sucked into a world she can’t handle.”

Cal burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny?” Jake snarled

There was no delicate way to phrase it. “I pumped fifty thousand amps into your helpless sister last night. She begged for more.”

“I’m going to break your mind the next time I see you,” Jake growled.

“You can try, snake charmer.” With that out of the way, Cal continued. “I’ve never seen anything like it. She wasn’t affected at all. She said it didn’t hurt. I even kissed her.” There was wonder in his voice.

“Shut up.”

“Sam tried to shift her reality and couldn’t. Can you hypnotize her?”

“No. Hold it—when did she meet Sam?”

Overprotective big brother wasn’t going to like this at all. “I followed Audrey out of the Lair last night and saw some guy trailing her. She was about to get dragged into an alley when I caught up with them. The guy blew my arm in half before he ran. I called the Doc for roadside assistance, and I figured Sam could rearrange Audrey’s perceptions. No dice. You know the rest.”

“I knew I should have walked her out. No one thought to mention this to me last night?”

Cal grinned. “We had other things on our mind.”

“You’re really asking for it, Davis.” But he sounded worried, not angry.

“Whatever. You were her safe call. What did you think we were going to do? Watch a movie? Get over it.”

“Was Audrey hurt in the attack?”

“Her purse was stolen, but that’s it. We found it halfway down the block and it looked like everything was still in it.”

“Audrey’s a ninth degree black belt. Tell me about the fight.”

Cal told him.

“Hmm,” Jake said. “I guess the guy was a normal, then. Talent wouldn’t have worked against her. How come he got away?”

“Your helpless sister kept getting in my way. Then the asshole pulled some sort of energy weapon. I kind of lost my focus when my arm broke in half.”

“That’s because you’re a pussy.”

Cal ignored the gibe. “It wasn’t a gun or a Taser. I don’t know what it was—that’s the weird part.”

“Yeah, well, why don’t you get busy trying to figure out that mystery weapon and stay away from my sister?”

“No chance.”

Jake sighed. “Cal, I let her go home with you because she was going to do it anyway. You can’t stop Audrey once she gets curious about something, but I don’t want her getting involved with a talent. Nothing personal. She thinks she’s found our father, which is bad enough, but her getting attacked in the street makes me nervous, especially if the guy had an unusual weapon. I want her as far away from our world as possible.”

“Why are you trying to insulate her from what she is? Why not bring her in? Introduce her to some other neutrals?”

“There aren’t that many of them, and from what I’ve heard, their talents don’t work the same way as ours. Neutrals operate on instinct. They don’t know how they do what they do, they just do it. There’s no way to measure neutrality. I won’t risk her. She’s safer living as a normal.”

“Safer from what?”

“It’s not your business, Cal. Pick another sub. You never keep them long, anyway. Leave Audrey alone.”

“She’s different, Jake. I can touch her. Don’t pretend you don’t know what that means.” Cal couldn’t touch a woman safely, but Jake couldn’t even look one in the eyes. “I can’t leave her alone, but I won’t harm her, and I won’t let anyone else harm her, either.”

“You don’t know what you’re getting into, Cal.”

“Then tell me. No—tell her.”

“I’ll think about it.” Jake ended the call.

Cal rolled out of bed. That had gone better than he’d dared to hope. Audrey was a neutral. Electrons leapt inside him. He went into the bathroom and turned on the water. As he stepped into the spray, he hoped she would call him sooner rather than later. Cool water sizzled on his skin as he remembered the touch of her tongue against his.

It was a good thing he had a weapon to research while he was waiting for the phone to ring. Otherwise he might be tempted to call her first, using the cell number from her text message. He’d definitely lose coolness points for that. His instincts told him not to crowd her, but the energy swirling inside him was hard to ignore. He turned the cold water on full blast. Steam filled the room.

It was going to be a long day.





Audrey slept in Sunday morning, then showered and headed for Genecorp. If she hurried, she’d be able to get a couple hours of work done before she met Jake and…their father at the restaurant.

When she reached the Genecorp security desk, she fumbled in the side pocket of her purse for her lab ID but couldn’t find anything except Cal’s business card. A faint melody played in her head. Sensation rushed through her body like a current in her veins.

She had texted him last night home safely. He had replied thank you. She hadn’t quite known how to respond to that—thank you for the hot sex or thank you for texting him? So she hadn’t responded at all. Really, what was a guy like him doing with a lab rat like her? She’d seen the other women in the Lair last night. She bet a guy like Cal had his pick of them.

The guard cleared his throat.

“Hang on,” she said, flustered. “It’s got to be here somewhere.”

Damn, she hoped her ID wasn’t lying on the pavement outside Jake’s bar. She should have taken a more careful inventory of her purse last night. She began to pull items out of her bag and stack them on the counter.

The guard sighed. “You want to do this the easy way?”

Audrey nodded and held out her hand. He swiped her finger over the print scanner.

“Step over here, please.” He motioned her behind the counter. “And try not to blink.”

She ducked to rest her forehead against the bar of the retinal scanner, forcing herself to hold still. The flashing lights always made her want to hit someone. Decking the guard wouldn’t get her into the lab.

“Just one last thing.” The guard pulled a box of sterile lancets out of a drawer and opened it. He selected one, laid it aside and stripped the foil from an alcohol wipe.

“You need blood?” she asked, perplexed. “That’s new.”

He shifted closer to her, reaching for her hand.

Audrey stepped back into a more easily defended position. “I don’t like needles.”

He frowned. “It’s just a little pinch.”

Not for her. Needles were torture. “Listen…” She glanced at his name tag. “John. Neither one of us is going to like what happens if you jab me with that needle. Trust me. You don’t need my DNA to identify me unless I’ve committed a crime, right? Last I checked, working on a Sunday wasn’t against the law.”

“But you don’t have your ID.”

“No, I don’t,” she stalled, trying to decide exactly how much she cared about the effect of dietary aluminum on fetal mice. Bad enough to risk her mental health and this guy’s life if he stuck her with that needle? Just as she decided no, the door to the lab opened and her boss walked out.

“Peter! Thank God. Would you vouch for me? Please? I don’t have my ID and the guard won’t let me in.”

Peter grinned. “Good job, John. She’s dangerous.”

Audrey rolled her eyes. “Only if you’re a mouse.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” He nodded at the guard and put his arm around her shoulders.

Gratitude warmed her as he led her toward the lab, but it struck her as odd that he didn’t release her. Peter usually wasn’t a toucher, and his friendly embrace raised prickles of alarm. He stroked her hair and she craned her neck to look up at him. She saw sympathy in his eyes.

She rushed to the empty shelf where her cages should have been.

“I put them in the cooler,” Peter said quietly.

“All of them?” she asked, stunned.

He nodded. “What were you working on this time?”

“Nothing I thought would be fatal.” She opened the cooler and stared at the stiff bodies of the still-gravid rodents in the bag. She had planned to share her hypothesis about aluminum with her co-workers when she had some measurable results. Death wasn’t the result she had been expecting.

“Want to go get something to eat?” Peter asked.

Yum, dead mice make me hungry! She silenced the frustrated retort that crossed her mind. Peter was just trying to cheer her up. It wasn’t his fault. She gave him a smile instead. “No thanks. I think I’ll do the autopsies.”

“You can’t. The cleaning crew is here.”

“What?”

“Sunday is the best time to schedule maintenance, given that most folks aren’t here. Just freaks like us, who work all the time.”

“Are you sure I can’t…” She heard a vacuum go on.

He shook his head. “No dead animals on display when the crew is working. It’s in the contract. Change your mind about lunch?” he asked, looking hopeful. “My treat.”

She almost said yes, but then he put his arm around her again and gave her a squeeze.

She forced herself not to pull away. “I had a late breakfast. I think I’ll just go home and work on some things, maybe see if I can find my ID.” She knew she was babbling, but what the hell was going on? Peter had never shown the slightest interest in her, and she would have noticed because she’d sneaked plenty of looks at him. He was everything she admired in a man—hardworking, dedicated to science and low-maintenance. Like her, he was wearing a T-shirt under his white lab coat and jeans with his tennis shoes, showing they also shared an appreciation of function over fashion.

She never felt awkward around him, so why did her face suddenly feel hot and her palms sweaty? Why was her heart racing? Classic symptoms of adrenalin rush. Last week she would have assumed she was excited he was paying attention to her. Today, he made her skin crawl. What had changed?

Calvin, a variable who smelled like smoke and made music when he touched her.

She cleared her throat and edged away from Peter. “See you in the morning?”

“Sure,” he said easily. “I’ll walk you out.”

It was easier to say yes than no; he was her boss, after all. “I’ll just grab my laptop so I can go over data.” She hurried into her office but her computer wasn’t sitting on her desk. Had she brought it home with her last night? If she had, it was still in the car because she hadn’t carried it into her house last night or used it today.

She left her office. Peter was waiting with his own laptop bag slung over his narrow shoulder. “Ready?” he asked.

She nodded, still trying to retrace her steps last night. Maybe Cal had shifted it under the passenger seat? They reached the parking lot. “Thanks, Peter, see you tomorrow.”

She slid into her car and shut the door, automatically fastening her seatbelt. He waved, but didn’t move toward his own vehicle until she drove away. As soon as he was out of sight, she reached under the passenger seat. No laptop. Shit.

She wasn’t worried about losing her work; her data was stored online. She could get to it from anywhere, but the laptop was an expensive piece of equipment, not something that could be quickly or easily replaced without a lot of explanation and groveling. If it wasn’t in her office, her car or her house, she was going to have to assume it had been stolen—and tell Peter. Why would anyone want a laptop that was password and fingerprint protected? Could they wipe the hard drive and start over?

She glanced at the clock on the dashboard and sighed, deciding she didn’t have enough time to stop at home before lunch. Her stomach tightened, both from worry over the missing computer and anxiety over possibly meeting her father. She wasn’t so naïve as to believe it was absolutely him without proof, especially since all of her communication with Michael Fallon had been via e-mail. Would he look like the pictures from her childhood? There weren’t that many of them, but she treasured every one, in spite of the fact he had abandoned them.

Audrey glanced at the numbers on the buildings as she cruised past them. She spotted Bonfire and slowed to check it out. She had expected something a little fancier. She could see through the front windows that the restaurant was nearly empty and it looked a lot like a warehouse, but not in the upscale, exposed beams and ducts way—more like in the underfunded interior decorator way. The street was silent and nearly deserted too.

She parked on the street and walked into the restaurant, surprised to see her perpetually late brother was already seated. She sat down at his table. “You’re early.”

“We need to talk.”

“Damn straight. Why didn’t you tell me there are other talents in Hudson?” She looked up at the approaching waitress. “Water, please.”

The server left and Audrey crossed her arms, waiting.

Jake fiddled with his wraparound shades. “I heard you got attacked last night.”

She glared at him. “That’s not an answer—wait, you talked to Cal?”

“And Sam. The Doc too.”

They both ignored the waitress who set a glass of water in front of her, then mumbled something about giving them a few minutes.

Jake raised his face. “You’re a neutral, Audrey. That’s why I can’t whammy you. I didn’t tell you about the other talents because I didn’t want you to find out you’re talented too.”

Betrayal made her feel hollow. She’d grown up feeling like an also-ran and he’d known she was talented the whole time? Jake’s eyes were hidden, but she hoped he could see the anger and hurt in hers. Her mind raced ahead, trying to connect the dots, but fury trumped logic. She reached across the table and punched him hard in the chest. His chair scooted back two inches and he grunted. “Guess you’re mad, huh?” he asked.

“Damn right I am.” If she hadn’t been sitting, that blow would have knocked him out of his chair.

“Don’t be like that.” Jake’s mouth was pinched, making him look like a pissed-off snapping turtle. “I’ve never shared your desire to know the scumbag who left his family on Welfare—”

“That’s not what this is about!”

“Yes it is, and if you can the attitude for five seconds I’ll tell you why.”

She closed her eyes. It took effort to master the urge to hit him again. When she opened her eyes, his expression had softened. “I whammied Charlotte,” he said.

Audrey gasped. Their foster mother was going to freak.

“Only a little. She didn’t know I was doing it.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to know more about our father.”

She did too. “What did you find out?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. So I went to see Mom this morning.”

Audrey felt sick. “Oh, Jake, you know how upset she gets when she sees us.”

“She didn’t recognize me, Aud.” The sorrow in his eyes punched a hole in her heart. “And she doesn’t remember anything about our father.” Of course not—Alzheimer’s had stripped her brain, year by year, starting when Audrey was two and Jake was five. Even then she had been unwilling to talk about the man who had fathered her children, then disappeared into thin air. “Here, I stole her chart for you.”

“Jake!”

He shrugged. “It’s a copy.”

She opened to the first page, shaking her head, not wanting to know how many hospital employees he’d had to whammy to waltz into the nurses’ station and copy a chart that spanned twenty-five years. But she knew Jake wouldn’t have swiped it without a reason. “Aluminum?” she asked, with dawning horror.

“And lots of it,” Jake said.

“I’ve been researching the effects of dietary aluminum on mice.”

“I know. It’s connected, Audrey. Our father, your research, the attack last night. You need to back off at work, forget about finding our father and stay out of the way until I figure out what’s going on.”

Her laugh was harsh. “Fuck that. Why should I listen to you? You’ve been lying to me for—” Rage boiled through her again, but she kept her voice calm, reasonable, friendly even, as she asked, “Exactly how long have you known about my talent, Jake?”

A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Since you saw me and Abby Jones making out in my room. I tried to hypnotize you, but you told Charlotte anyway.”

His betrayal knocked the breath out of her again. Almost twenty years? “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I love you, and I wanted to keep you safe. I know things, Aud, things that would make you sick, things that could get you killed. You have to trust me. Neutral is a tricky kind of power. The less you know, the better it works. Isn’t it enough to know you’re talented?”

“No,” she retorted. “It’s not enough.” Not enough to make up for Jake lying to her for all these years. Not enough to erase the sense of inadequacy she had suffered since she was old enough to realize that he was special and she was not. Not even close.

“I’m sorry, Audrey.” Even though she knew him better than anyone, she couldn’t interpret the emotion on his face. It couldn’t be fear. Her badass brother didn’t have the sense to be afraid of anything, especially things he should be afraid of.

Jake crossed his arms. “Anything else strange happen lately?”

Other than incandescent electric-blue sex? “I lost my lab ID and my laptop is missing,” she said slowly, filtering her thoughts. Even if it wasn’t any of his damn business, her logical mind wouldn’t allow her to ignore his question when the last twenty-four hours had been so bizarre. “My research animals croaked, the security guard wanted a blood sample, and I think my boss was hitting on me. All in all, it was a weird fucking day.” After a weird fucking night.

“It’s about to get weirder if our father actually does walk in the door.” He glanced at his cell phone, so she looked at hers. It was almost one. “Look, we don’t have much time. I really am sorry, Audrey. I just want to keep you safe. You’re all I’ve got.” He removed his glasses, showing dark eyes full of guilt.

She stared at him, reluctantly moved. It had always been them against the world, and it hurt to feel so alone. “No more secrets, Jake.”

“I promise I’ll tell you everything I know.”

She could tell he meant it, which begged the question. “Why tell me now? Why not before?”

The door to the restaurant opened, and they both looked up. “After lunch,” he said, eyes trained on the blond man who was scanning the dining room.

Curiosity was eating a hole in her brain, but Audrey didn’t speak because the man’s eyes settled on her, flicked over to Jake, then back to her. He waved the hostess away and began to walk toward their table.

Jake stood, but Audrey felt rooted to her seat. Disappointment made her feel dizzy and sick. She didn’t know she had memories of her father, but somehow this man didn’t match what was in her head, especially his pale blue eyes. Eye color was controlled by more than one gene, but given their mother’s blue eyes, the odds of this man having fathered two brown-eyed children was slim. Abruptly, she knew her father wasn’t tall, either, and the man standing at their table topped six feet, dwarfing Jake as he held out his hand.

Her brother’s smile was wide and welcoming as they shook hands, proving her hunch that something was wrong. He met Jake’s eyes.

“Who are you?” Jake asked.

“Michael Fallon.”

Audrey watched lights gleam in her brother’s eyes. She was completely unaffected, but mesmerized nonetheless as Jake put his talent to work. “Who are you?” he repeated.

“Joseph Geraci.”

“Who sent you?”

“My employer.” The man smiled dreamily, staring, leaning closer to Jake.

“Who is your employer?”

“I don’t know.”

“What are you supposed to do today?”

“Take Audrey Fallon.”

“Take her where?”

Geraci shrugged. “I don’t know yet. I’m supposed to call when I have her.”

“Sit down.” Geraci sat. “Give me your cell phone and wallet.” He handed them over.

“Do you know why you are supposed to take Audrey Fallon?” Jake’s eyes were bright now, the dark irises nearly obscured by the gleaming pattern of lights. A shudder shook Geraci’s frame but he didn’t blink. “No,” he whispered, shaking his head, jaw slack, eyes beginning to glaze.

Jake touched his arm and he straightened in his chair. “Do you know who I am?” he asked.

The man blinked several times. “No.”

Jake nodded. “That’s good. You won’t remember me, either. You did everything you were supposed to do today. It went well.” Jake took money out of Geraci’s wallet and put it on the table. “Order lunch. Go to a movie. Don’t go home tonight.” The man nodded and picked up one of the menus on the table.

Jake put his arm around her waist and guided her out the door.

She didn’t speak until they reached her car. “Did you drive?” It was easier to think about whether they needed to take two cars than the fact that she might have been kidnapped today. He shook his head and got into her car. “I got a ride.”

When her seatbelt was fastened, she looked over at him and felt a sad smile curve her lips. “You have beautiful eyes, Jake. They’re our father’s eyes, aren’t they?”

“Shit.” He fumbled to put his glasses back on as she started the car and pulled out into the street, turning away from Bonfire. Automatically, she got on the highway, heading toward her house.

He glanced up at the highway signs. “You can’t go home, Aud.”

It was too late to turn around, so she accelerated to merge with traffic. “Where do you think we should go?”

“Head for Cal’s. I’ll text him.”

The thought of seeing Cal again sent a burst of pleasure through her. She didn’t know him well enough to run to him when she felt threatened, but it felt like the right thing to do. Jake sent and received several texts while she changed lanes and took deep breaths to cool the heat in her cheeks.

Beside her, Jake chuckled softly. “If you weren’t my sister, I’d have loved to be a fly on the wall of Master Calvin’s dungeon last night. Such a good girl for so long. Little miss perfect Audrey, who has never worn anything made out of leather except her sensible shoes. It would have been fun to see all your disdain for the Lifestyle turn into something else.”

“Shut up, Jake. Since you’re so curious, I didn’t wear any leather last night. In fact, I didn’t wear anything at all.” He’d never stop teasing her if she showed her embarrassment. “After I got past my initial freak-out over the hood—”

Jake cursed. “He put you in a hood?”

She glanced over at him. He looked almost as horrified as she had felt. “Not for long. Something else you need to tell me?”

“There’re a lot of things I need to tell you, but we don’t have time.”

“You promised,” she reminded him, taking the exit that would lead them to Cal’s house.

His chuckle was grim. “I promised to tell you after lunch. We didn’t have lunch.”

She stopped the car at the bottom of Cal’s driveway, opened the glove compartment and thrust her emergency box of granola bars into his lap. “Fuck your loopholes, Jake. There’s lunch. Start talking.”

He laughed, shrugged, took a bar out of the box and put it in his pocket. “I’ll be back after I take Geraci’s cell phone and wallet to Truman.”

“Truman the lie detector?” The one Cal had mentioned last night?

“And a cop. He should be able to trace any incoming calls. I’ll meet you back here.”

“No way—I’m coming with you.”

Jake shook his head. “I want you somewhere safe.”

“I’m not safe with a cop?” That thought was so frightening, she put the car in gear and drove up the driveway. When she pulled to a stop in front of Cal’s garage, she turned to Jake. “If you don’t tell me every single thing you know about everything pertaining to my talent and our family the very second you get back, I am going to beat you senseless.” He was the one who had forced her through nine black belts of Tae Kwon Do and insisted on being her sparring partner. She could beat him. He’d made sure of it. Now, she was beginning to understand why.

Jake held out his hand. “Agreed. Mind if I take your car?”

“And leave me stranded?”

“I’m sure you and Cal can keep yourselves occupied.” Jake’s laugh was wicked and full of mischief as he got out of the car and walked around to her side. “I’ll be back soon. The station isn’t far.”

He opened her door. “Are you scared?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Cal will keep you safe.”

She didn’t want Cal to keep her safe. She wanted to be safe. And she didn’t like the way her brain slipped out of gear whenever she thought about him. “This is the last place I should be if I want to think clearly.”

“Oh, how the high and mighty have fallen,” he teased, pulling her out of the car. His grin faded when he looked at her. “Be honest with him. Don’t do anything you don’t want to do. But don’t miss out on something good because it makes you uncomfortable.”

She hated that her uncertainty was so apparent. “I don’t understand why you are encouraging me, Jake. You always made it clear you didn’t want me at the Lair. You’ve never introduced me to any of your friends. Every time the subject came up, you called me vanilla and made fun of me until—” The guilty expression on his face stopped her. “Wait, did you make me feel awkward on purpose?” Had she never explored kink because Jake had made her defend her conventional sexuality so many times? Was he manipulating her now too?

Gently, he moved her away from the car. “I need to get going, Aud.” He got into the driver’s seat. “I’ll explain everything later—I promise.”

Audrey watched him reverse out of the gates. “You’d better,” she whispered.


Chapter Eight

Cal watched Audrey approach his front door. His reaction to the sight of her was immediate and profound. His heart began to race. His body prickled with sweat and sparks. He wanted to play it cool, so he wouldn’t scare her off, but it was impossible.

Fuck being cool. “I’ve been thinking about you all day,” he said, as he opened the door.

Her face lost the tense expression he had noticed on her way up the walk. “Oh, yeah? Well, I almost got kidnapped today, and all I could think about as I drove over here was getting naked with you.”

“Glad we’re both crazy.” Emboldened by her admission, he reached out and carefully wrapped his hand around her ponytail, drawing her forward and pulling her head back at the same time. “Have you eaten lunch?”

“Is that another one of your kinks? Feeding women?” Her voice was breathy, strained by the angle at which he held her head. He watched a fast pulse beat in the hollow of her throat, felt his electrons match its pace.

“No, but I’m hungry.” He controlled his energy and bent to taste her neck, drawing the tip of his tongue up the long column of her throat. Current connected them immediately and he fought the urge to take her down to the floor.

She grasped his arms and he groaned. Her fingers were soft, slightly cool, and the most erotic thing he had ever felt. He shouldn’t let her touch him. It wasn’t safe without the monitors.

A long shudder shook his body. “Stop,” he begged in a whisper, barely recognizing his own voice, so choked with need. “Please don’t touch me.” It took enormous effort to release her hair and step away.

He leaned his head against the wall and peered at her through heavy lids. “I have no restraint around you.”

She looked up at him. “Do you need restraint?”

“Your brother says neutral talent is impossible to measure. Do you really want to risk it?” The reckless black heat in her eyes told him she did. Any woman willing to jump off a building, albeit a small one, in search of latent talent probably wouldn’t hesitate to grab a live wire like him, especially now that she believed she had some measure of immunity. He would have to have enough control for both of them. “You didn’t answer my question,” he said. “Are you hungry?”

“Starving.”

“Come on.” He gestured for her to precede him down the hall to the kitchen. “Tell me more about this kidnapping thing.”

She sat at the island. “I can’t tell you any more because I don’t know anything. Jake took off to give the guy’s cell and wallet to Truman and promised he’d tell me everything when he got back. He said you were right about me being a neutral talent, Cal, but that’s all I know. Well, that and the fact Jake’s been keeping secrets from me for our entire lives.”

She sounded frustrated and he wanted to comfort her. Comfort her? Whoa.

One night of experimentation with no dangerous reaction on the heart monitor and EEG didn’t mean he could afford to get attached to her, especially when there was no guarantee her talent would prevent her from getting hurt the next time he touched her. He needed to stay focused on the developing situation, not his unexpected feelings for Audrey. Even as he had the thought, he recognized the futility of remaining detached. Now that he’d met her, he couldn’t imagine putting his energy into pleasuring a hooded sub ever again. And that was the most dangerous reaction of all.

He set a glass of water in front of her, then turned to dip two bowls of potato soup from the pot on the stove. She gazed at him through narrowed eyes as he cut thick slices of bread and put butter on the table. “What?” he asked, when her intent regard became too much.

“Is there bacon in this soup?”

He handed her a spoon and sat down beside her. “No, I made it this morning with your boundaries in mind.”

“Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

“I prefer optimistic. So…your life was threatened today?”

“I think so.” She looked down at her bowl.

“You’re taking it awfully well.”

“It doesn’t seem real.”

“You’re safe here,” he assured her. “The perimeter is fenced and I know the minute anything heavier than five pounds touches the driveway.”

“So you’re optimistic, but paranoid?”

He buttered a piece of bread and handed it to her. “I don’t like surprises. Plus, I’m a techno-geek. I like to invent things.”

They ate in silence for a few minutes. He wanted to text Jake, but he sensed Audrey had reached her limit for being left out of the loop. “Did your brother say when he would be back?”

“No.” Her tone suggested Jake was going to be in trouble when he arrived.

His soup was gone, so he got himself another bowl. He ate it more slowly, needing something to do other than stare at her and try to keep his hands to himself. When he was finished, he stood and put his bowl in the sink. “Would you like more soup?” he asked.

“No, thank you.” The odd note in her voice made him glance over at her. She was staring at him hungrily, the way he wanted to look at her. Her jeans and zippered fleece made her curves look soft and inviting. He remembered how she had looked naked, prowling over his leather table, and his mouth watered.

“Cal?” Her voice trembled. “I’m out of my depth with you.”

That was exactly how he felt too.

She cleared her throat. “I’ve never considered a kinky relationship. Is relationship even the right word? I’ve always taken pride in being…well, normal doesn’t seem appropriate…mainstream, conventional, conservative…” She broke off, looking frustrated again.

“Vanilla?” he suggested, sitting down next to her again.

She sighed and nodded. “Not the first time I’ve heard that word.”

“Nothing wrong with vanilla, but it’s just one flavor. Think of all the others.” There was a husky plea in his voice. “Do you have to hang a label on us?”

“It’s not a label. It’s a…realistic analysis of what we have in common. You claim to be a geek, but come on. Empirical evidence proves that false. You wear black leather and drive a motorcycle—”

“Give me five minutes to grab a lab coat and the keys to my sedate Honda.” He fumbled in a drawer for the thick glasses he wore at work to disguise the blue of his eyes and put them on. “Does that help?”

She snorted. “Turning into Clark Kent doesn’t change anything. I still see Superman. No intelligent woman would turn you down.” She crossed her arms and frowned. “And I’m a smart woman, Cal. When I don’t understand something, I learn about it. If I can’t figure it out, I find someone who can and I learn from them. I want to know why my brain turns off when you’re in the room. I don’t understand why kink gives me the creeps but I’m attracted to you. It scares me that I let you restrain me last night after knowing you for an hour. I’m not like that. Can you explain any of this to me?”

“No, I can’t.” He could barely resist the pull of her, drawing him closer in some invisible, indefinable way, even as he felt her slipping away from him. “But I can teach you anything you want to know about kink.”

She shook her head. “And if I don’t want to learn? What then? What if I really am vanilla? What if that is my flavor?”

Panic stopped the breath in his throat. The inches separating them felt like miles. The thought of losing her sent a surge of energy through his body and his vision went blue around the edges.

He fought for control. This might be the biggest negotiation of his life, but it was still a negotiation. The most important thing was to stay calm, to keep them both safe, physically and mentally. He wanted to push her limits, but she was right. She didn’t even know what that meant.

“Take a deep breath, Audrey.” He took one too. “We’ll figure it out.”

“How are we going to figure it out, Cal? You get off by immobilizing women, whipping them but never touching them. That doesn’t do it for me.” She lifted her chin. He saw a bluff in her eyes, but he didn’t call it.

Too far, too fast, and now they would have to start from the beginning. Slowly, methodically, he would break down her barriers again. He stroked a finger through her glossy ponytail. “And I bet you get off in the missionary position, with every inch of skin exposed. The thought of that terrifies me…and arouses me beyond belief. I turned to BDSM because how else was I going to get laid? Kink camouflages reality for my partners and relieves me of the necessity of explaining my talent. But now it’s a part of me. I love it. I’ve never had sex any other way. I don’t even know if I can do it. Bare is frightening, dangerous, but I’m willing to experiment with you. Safely. Carefully. Consensually. You may be vanilla and I may be kinky, but I am incredibly attracted to you and we’re both scientists. I have an open mind. How about you? Are you willing to try again? Another experiment?”

Her velvety eyes widened. He counted every long, deep breath he took while she considered his question.

Finally, she nodded. Oxygen flooded his veins, making him giddy.

“But I want to control the next experiment.”

He raised an eyebrow at her challenge.

She faced him squarely. “I let you have your way with me. Now I want to strap you to the table.” He sensed where she was going with this. His electrons surged. She smiled and he saw the reflection of blue sparks in her dark eyes. “Fair is fair. I want you naked and immobile while I’m hooked up to monitors and very safely, carefully, consensually touching you.” His ears rang as if his head was a bell and she had just hit it with a hammer.

“What’s that?” she asked and he blinked, amazed that she had heard it too. Then he laughed weakly.

“The perimeter alarm.” He chuckled again. “Jake’s back.”





“Audrey—”

He was going to say no. Damn it. She should have kept her mouth shut. It would have been better to have had one hot night with him, a night she could remember forever, and skip the inevitable rejection. He was too cool for her, anyway.

“Forget it.” She jumped off her stool and took her bowl to the sink. When Jake got to the door, they were leaving. Immediately.

“Audrey, I’m not laughing at you.”

Right. She kept her back to him.

She felt him come to stand behind her. “I’m laughing because you turned it all around on me. I was going to push your limits, break down your barriers. I want you, Audrey, so bad I’m willing to consider breaking the only hard limit I have—not letting a sub touch me.”

“I’m not a sub,” she said automatically.

“You don’t want to be a sub,” he corrected her. “The fact that you submitted to me last night, so easily, so completely, says differently even if you claim you were only doing it to explore your talent.” She heated at his reminder and was glad he couldn’t see her face as she fought the arousal his words caused.

His breath feathered against her neck. “I want to take you downstairs and pick up where we left off, but you’ve just asked me to do the one thing I’m honestly not sure I can do—give up control. That is no small thing, so please have as much patience with my inexperience as I was planning on having with yours.” There was still an echo of laughter in his voice.

She opened her eyes and turned to face him. “So is that a yes or a no?” She reached up to tug the ridiculously square wire-rims off his face.

He took them from her hand and tossed them onto the island. “It’s a maybe. Eventually. BDSM is a complicated game and you don’t know the rules.”

“You said you can teach me.”

“Yes, I did. And I want to teach you. But we hardly have a typical scenario here. I’m dominant not only because I like to be but because I need to be…with most women. You’re a neutral, but you might not be completely safe from my powers. The idea of having vanilla sex excites me to the point of losing control just thinking about it, which adds a whole extra level of head fuck for me. And let’s not forget someone attacked you last night and tried to abduct you today. Can we just take it slow and do things my way for a while? Please…I beg you.” Humor glinted in his eyes again, making her aware of the irony in his word choice.

The doorbell rang.

Cal didn’t move.

“I really want to touch you,” she admitted. She looked at his chest, broad beneath the cotton of his shirt, and bit her lip. She wanted to press her open mouth against the strong column of his neck and kiss his shadowed jaw.

The doorbell rang again. Twice.

One of them had to bend if they wanted to make this work, and the patient look in his eyes told her he knew she could bend. Because she already had. Last night. And if she was honest with herself, she had to admit she wanted to try it again.

She closed her eyes so he wouldn’t see her desire and whispered, “Damn it.”

“Is that a yes or a no?” His voice sounded strained as he used her words.

She saw need in his gaze when she opened her eyes and it gave her the courage to sigh, “Yes.”

“Thank you.” He bent and quickly pressed his lips against hers, a gift and a promise that weakened her knees as he turned and moved toward the front door. She sank back down on her stool and picked up her glass of water. Her lips tingled as she drank the cold liquid, slaking her thirst but not cooling her desire.

“Geraci works at Genecorp,” Jake said, instead of hello. He eyed the soup pot on the stove and Cal reached for a clean bowl.

“What?” Audrey asked, noticing with irritation that Jake knew which drawer held spoons.

“Yup.” He sat beside her, reaching for bread and nodding his thanks to Cal, who set a bowl of soup in front of him. “Nothing from the phone yet.”

Audrey’s mind spun ahead, trying to connect the dots between her job and the odd events of the last twenty-four hours as her brother spooned soup.

“You said your laptop is missing?” Jake spoke with his mouth full.

She nodded.

“Tell me again. Everything that happened to you at work today,” he demanded.

She went over it in her head as she spoke the details aloud. Missing ID, a security guard with a needle, dead animals and Peter’s unusual attentiveness. What would have happened if she had let the guard prick her finger or gotten into Peter’s car instead of her own? And where was her laptop? What was the connection? Suddenly, she thought of her mother’s medical chart, still in her car. Aluminum.

She looked at Cal. “Can I borrow your computer?”

“Of course. I’ll get it.”

When Cal returned with a laptop, she opened the browser and typed in her storage site. She logged in and opened her file folder. Empty.

She stared at the screen. “All of my files are gone.” She would have to start all over.

“Log out,” Jake instructed.

Cal put his hand on her back, spreading warm tingles. She leaned into the comfort of his touch.

“You two need a room?” Jake asked.

“No,” she said, shooting him a dirty look. “But I do need my lab animals.” Maybe an autopsy would give her a clue.

Jake showed his teeth in a grin and pushed his bowl away. “Then let’s go get your pets.”

“Not so fast.” He’d already hinted that he’d steered her away from kink because he didn’t want her involved in his world. How much of her mental and emotional makeup had he manipulated for her own good? “Not until you tell me everything, and I do mean everything, that impacts this situation. I don’t like being manipulated, Jake. Make me understand why you’ve kept me in the dark about so many things. I can’t fight what I don’t understand, and your big brother act has outlived its usefulness.”

The tightening of his jaw told her he was annoyed, but she couldn’t care less. A deal was a deal.

“I’ll make coffee,” Cal said. He gestured at the room behind the kitchen and she led Jake into a well-appointed living area. Floor to ceiling bookshelves lined two walls. The other wall was taken up by a huge flat-screen TV. Although the furniture was broken-in black leather, the warm hues of the rug, the throw pillows and the comfy-looking blanket on the couch lent the room a cozy air. She settled onto the couch and Jake took the arm chair. He braced his forearms on his knees, leaning toward her.

“I have to start at the beginning,” he warned. “It was before our father…left. It was night, but something woke me up, a sound. I got out of bed and crept down the hall. I heard it again. I went into Mom and Dad’s room. He wasn’t there and Mom wouldn’t wake up, so I went to your room and you were gone. I was crying. Then I heard you scream.”

Audrey was cold and she was glad when Cal dropped down beside her. She leaned into him as Jake kept talking. “I found you in the basement, sitting in a chair. You were so small, barely two, and he had you blindfolded and strapped into a car seat. I didn’t know what he was doing to you, but it was making you scream. I screamed too. I told him to stop. He grabbed me, and I looked up at him. I yelled stop, leave her alone, go away!” Her mountainous brother shivered, dwarfed by the big black chair. “He left, Audrey. He walked right up the stairs.”

“He was the first person you hypnotized,” Audrey said, horrified by the realization.

“Yes.” The anger in Jake’s voice sent a chill down her spine. “You were hysterical. I took the blindfold off of you, got you out of the car seat and took you upstairs to my bed where you sobbed for an hour before you fell asleep. Then I went back downstairs and I took everything he had on the table and I put it in the garbage can outside—the blindfold, the rope, the lighter, needles…there was some other stuff, too, but I didn’t know what it was at the time. I got back in bed with you. When Mom woke us up in the morning, I pretended nothing had happened, and I waited for our father to come home.”

“But he never came home,” she said.

Jake shook his head. “And if you expect me to be sorry about that, I’m not. I think he was experimenting on you Audrey, trying to discover a talent, just like you used to do when you were a kid.”

“Did he do it to you too?”

“I can’t remember. If he tried anything, I probably just told him to stop. Depending on when I actually came into my talent, he might have thought I didn’t have any power. But you, you were screaming. He was hurting you.” Jake’s voice was choked. “He left because of me, Audrey. I made him go away, but I’m not sorry because he was hurting you.”

She slid off the couch and onto her knees in front of his chair, reaching up to wrap her arms around his thick shoulders. Peripherally, she was aware of Cal leaving the room.

“It’s okay. You kept me safe.” She tugged Jake’s glasses from his eyes. They were wet, regretful and furious. She clasped his cheeks. “You did what you had to do, Jake. We’re safe.”

“Not anymore,” he said. “But at least we’re not children. You are a brilliant scientist and I have connections in places most people don’t know even exist. Hiding isn’t going to work anymore, Audrey. We need more information. And then we need to find the bastards who are looking for you—before they find us.”

“We’ll get information,” she promised him. “As soon as I figure out how to get back into the lab.”

“No problem.” Cal came back into the room, balancing a tray of coffee mugs, cream and sugar. “We’ve got an unusual skill set.”

Audrey laughed in spite of the dread filling her. He was right. If she’d had Jake with her today, the security guard would have opened the door for her. As a backup plan, Cal could probably work some magic with the lab’s electronic lock. And the security cameras. Oh God, could they really break into Genecorp? She was almost certain her research subjects would give her valuable information, but was it worth breaking the law?

She added cream to her coffee and sat back on the couch next to Cal. His arm dropped down around her shoulders and she snuggled into his side. Clothing separated them, hers and his, but a buzz of energy connected them.

“One last thing, Aud,” Jake said.

She stiffened.

Her brother dropped his shades back down into place. “I pushed you toward science and medical school in our father’s footsteps, hoping you would learn something useful. I forced Charlotte to sign you up for Tae Kwon Do with me, so you could learn to protect yourself. I deliberately made you feel uncomfortable around my friends so that you wouldn’t discover things I didn’t want you to know. It seemed like the best way to keep you safe. I hoped he would never come after us if you didn’t show any signs of talent.” He shook his head and sighed. “I was so damn glad when I discovered you were a neutral. I don’t know what I would have done if you’d started setting things on fire all the time like poor Cal used to do. Or getting in fights like Truman.”

No, she hadn’t done anything like that. She’d been too busy trying to be perfect so Jake’s misbehavior wouldn’t get them thrown out of their foster home, or worse, separated. “You should have told me.”

“Yeah, maybe, but I was hoping it wouldn’t matter. If you were never threatened by a talent, then you’d never need yours.”

But it was more complicated than that, and they both knew it. The subtle shift of Jake’s head told her he was looking at Cal, not her. She kept her eyes on her brother as she said, “I guess we know why I don’t like to be blindfolded. I wonder why I didn’t have a problem with the restraints?”

Cal’s arm tightened around her shoulders and Jake grimaced. “Thanks for that little visual. Speaking of kink, I need to run by the club and make sure my manager is tight for the night. Tru’s coming here when his shift is over at eleven. Probably best to save our burgling for the dark of night, anyway. And police backup might not be a bad idea.”

“For a break-in?”

Innocent was not a look Jake did well. “Technically, you’re allowed to enter. You’ve just misplaced your ID.” He pushed himself to his feet.

Audrey stayed on the couch while Cal walked her brother to the front door, wondering what to do. Jake would take her car, leaving her stranded again. She didn’t have her data, so she couldn’t work. Her life had been threatened. Her career was in jeopardy. And she was supposed to wait until it got dark to do anything about it?

She tugged the band out of her hair and slumped back on the couch, closing her eyes, feigning sleep. She heard Cal come back into the room, felt his weight settle next to her. She kept her eyes shut and listened to her heartbeat begin to speed. She was pretending, making believe she didn’t know exactly what she wanted to do for the next few hours. If she opened her eyes, would he be looking at her the way she knew she was going to look at him—with desire, with need?

She opened her eyes.

Cal’s eyes glowed. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” he asked.

God, she hoped so. The ice that had taken up residence in her center began to melt. A steamy melody ran through her head and she felt a smile curve her lips.

He stood, looking down at her. “Let’s get you set up in my lab downstairs. We can order any equipment you need from my private sources and you can get to work right away,” he said briskly.

She blinked, forcing the smile to stay on her face as she switched gears. “Right.”

Cal raised an eyebrow. “That wasn’t what you were thinking?” He glanced at his watch. “It’s three o’clock. We’ve got hours to kill. I can’t think of anything to do with that much time but work…can you?” He cocked his head to the side and she realized he was teasing her. Apparently, innocent was something Cal did extremely well.

“Nope, I’ve been dying to get a look at your…lab.” She stood, but didn’t touch him. He’d asked her not to. Energy crackled, a tangible force, drawing her closer, keeping her away. She wanted him to kiss her again and held her breath as he reached out.

His fingers stroked through her hair, loosened from its pony tail. She bit her lip, trembling with the effort of holding still under his caress.

“It isn’t just for safety’s sake,” he whispered. “I like this. I like you holding still and letting me do whatever I want. It’s a huge power trip.”

“I imagine it is.” She tried to grumble but the husky note in her voice ruined the effect. “You have all the power.”

“Nope.” He shook his head. “You do.”

That was hard to believe. She would have pulled away but his hand was still tangled in her hair.

“Think about it,” he urged.

“I can’t think when I’m near you. That’s the problem. My brain slips out of gear. I feel stupid, nothing like myself.”

“God, that turns me on.” His eyes sparked and he groaned, pulling his hand out of her hair. She heard a crackle and reached up to smooth her hair, now standing on end. She couldn’t look away from his bright blue eyes. “You know you’re not stupid, Audrey, but you are submissive and that’s why your brain slips out of gear.” She would have argued, but he held up his hand. “Hear me out.”

She nodded slowly, not even trying to tell herself she wanted to do anything else.

“Most BDSM practitioners have a conversation in a vanilla space so they can think straight while creating the rules of their game. There are elaborate checklists to go through that make sure each person’s needs will be met. I play on the extreme end of the scale because of my talent. My subs like pain, electrical play and being totally dominated. I work hard to get them to the place where their brains slip out of gear and they float. When they are honest about what they want and they trust me, a bond is created that we can both enjoy. Everybody wins.”

“Why do you keep calling it a game?”

A fierce grin flashed across his face. “Because it’s fun. I get to be Dominant while you indulge in a fantasy of being powerless.”

“A fantasy? It felt pretty damn real when I was strapped to the table.” A shudder shook her.

“Everything ends if you call red. And when the scene ends, you go back to being Dr. Audrey Fallon, black belt, utterly vanilla, the moment you wish. Engaging in BDSM doesn’t change who you are, but it’s a hell of a good time. That’s why it drives me wild that you begin to float so easily. It isn’t always like that. Your trust is a gift, and I appreciate it.”

Is that what it was between them? She trusted him? She did, she realized. Even before Jake had said she could. Something about him connected with something deep inside her. She couldn’t explain it; it didn’t make sense. But she trusted him.

She didn’t believe these experiences wouldn’t change her or that she could ever go back to being utterly vanilla, but the rest of his explanation made sense. Last night had been amazing, but the whole powerless, strapped to a table thing didn’t match up with her self-image. For her, that was the sticking point. She wasn’t weak. She was trained to fight, not submit. But if Cal was correct, admitting these things gave her pleasure wasn’t a weakness. Could she play this game with him and not feel weak? Was she brave enough to find out?

“All right,” she said.

“Thank God.” His eyes glowed. “If you had said no, I really was going to have to work this afternoon. I’ve got enough energy to fill two dozen fuel cells, and it’s all your fault,” he said, pointing a finger at her.

Audrey stared at him. Suddenly the enormous house and the expensive gadgets made sense. “Davis Energy. You own Davis Energy Company, don’t you?”

“I do,” he said with a wicked chuckle. “I don’t always pour myself into the bodies of willing women. Sometimes I fill fuel cells. And sell them.”

“For millions.”

“It’s not a crime,” he protested.

She led the way toward the basement door. “Now I really am dying to see your lab.”


Chapter Nine

“Wow.”

Cal grinned, pleased that she was impressed with his set-up. Although the room was crammed with equipment, there was plenty of room for whatever she wanted to add.

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing at a full-size mannequin across the room. It wore the latest version of his bio-enhancer, a skullcap of black straps connected to a leather vest that housed a still-too-complicated circuit.

“A prototype of the electrical enhancer I was telling you about the other night in the car.”

She pointed at the conductor in its hand. “That looks like a gun.”

“It is a gun, a green gun. No batteries, no chemicals. It’s powered solely by the electrical impulses of the human body.”

Her jaw dropped. “Does it work?”

He nodded slowly, watching her eyes go wide. “It’s a little clunky and I haven’t tested it out on anyone but myself. Unfortunately, I have the opposite problem as the rest of the world. I have too much energy.”

She raised her hand, then paused. “Can I touch it?”

“Sure.” Her fingers traced the wires, stopping every so often to explore the connection points. As her hands moved over the mannequin, he imagined her hands touching his skin. He heard a sizzle. Yes, he definitely had too much energy.

Audrey looked at him. “Is it safe? Can I try it out?”

He stifled a groan at her professional enthusiasm. “I should have known better than to bring you in here. Scientists are so predictable.”

Her eyes flashed. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

He chuckled, moving toward her. “I’m not disappointed. Far from it. Sure you can try it—take off your clothes.”

“What?” She jerked back.

He pointed at the mannequin. “Do you see any clothes on him? The wires need to touch your skin, and it seems logical to begin our next experiment in the lab anyway.”

She lifted her chin and pulled her shoulders back, searching his eyes. What was she looking for? He waited for a question, but she said nothing.

The zipper of her fleece sounded loud in the charged silence. She shrugged out of it, folded it and set it neatly on a lab stool. Her T-shirt followed, leaving her in jeans and a lacy white bra. She toed off her sneakers, bent and placed them under the stool. He watched her breasts rise and fall, her belly tighten, as she reached for the button of her jeans. When they were folded too, she stood only in her bra, panties and thick, white sport socks.

“Leave the rest.” He liked her practical yet sexy lingerie, and he didn’t want her feet to be chilled by the cold tile.

He wanted to touch her, but he didn’t dare. She wasn’t hooked up to any monitors and his electrons were massing, rioting, begging for release. He pulled a pair of insulating gloves from his desk drawer and put them on, noting her eyelids dipped as he did. “Why did you just look away?” he asked.

“I’m disappointed you’re not going to touch me.”

Her honest answer pleased him and made it doubly hard to control his charge. “Soon,” he said. “Don’t knock the gloves. They offer many erotic opportunities. May I touch you?”

She rolled her eyes. “You have to ask? I just said I wanted you to.”

“I do. Permission is one of the basic tenets of BDSM. We begin now. What is your safe word?”

“Red.” Her voice was soft, her eyes clear.

“And what will you say if you are uncomfortable?”

“Yellow.”

“And how do you feel now?”

“Green.”

He placed his hand on her shoulder and looked down into her eyes. “Is your brain slipping out of gear?” He knew it was, even before she nodded. Her pupils were dilated. Her breath came in time with his. He felt immense satisfaction in being able to safely run his hands over her compact muscles and feminine curves. “Just stand still while I touch you.” He stroked his hands over her arms, down to her wrists and back up again. He let his palms drift over her chest to cup her small, firm breasts, filling his hands with their sweet weight. He pinched her nipples, making her gasp.

“You have a beautiful body,” he said, dying to press his lips to her shoulder. Not yet. Not until she was monitored.

She sighed, a harsh sound of frustration, not a soft sound of longing.

“Patience,” he urged, not having much himself.

“I have patience,” she grumbled. “But in some situations, I expect immediate gratification. You aren’t touching the parts that want attention.”

“You’re aroused?” he asked. “You want to have an orgasm now?”

She rolled her eyes at his rhetorical question, turning her face away from him, effectively cutting off communication. He knew how to get her attention.

“I could make you come.” With one hand, he pulled her panties aside and with the other he cupped her mound. The gloves were made out of rubber, highly insulating, but thin. He could feel every slippery fold of her sex. He pulled back until the tip of his gloved finger touched her clit. He circled. She made a strangled sound.

“Does that feel good?” he asked.

“Yes,” she panted, hands curling into tight fists at her sides. She bucked her hips.

“Hold still.” She stopped moving immediately. He flicked her nub, barely touching it, imagining the wings of a butterfly. He was attuned to her every response as he made slow circles around her clit. A flush spread across her chest. Her eyes clamped shut. Her thighs tensed and she began to pant. He took his hand away and pulled her panties back into their proper place.

Her eyes shot wide.

“I promise I will give you an orgasm,” he said before she could release the scream he sensed was coming. “But let me ask you this. How does it feel to stand mostly naked in front of me? To anticipate my touch, to wonder what I have planned for you, to trust that I will stay focused on your pleasure and draw it out as long as possible?” As he spoke, his fingers danced over her skin, tweaking a nipple, brushing against the front of her panties, reaching behind her to squeeze her ass.

“You are a sadistic bastard.” Her eyes followed his hands.

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“I want to come,” she said, at last. “I feel desperate, but now that you’ve pointed it out, I can see that the build-up is also…fun.” Her lips twisted in a wry smile. “I understand why you enjoy this game.”

He slid his hand into her panties again.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“You are a very quick study. I might be a sadistic bastard, but I’m not a monster.” He could wait a little longer for his release, but it wasn’t fair to leave her hanging. A reluctant novice couldn’t be expected to appreciate the finer aspects of edging. “Plus, you’ve given me an idea. I want to hook you up to the bio-enhancer and see if any of the energy I pumped into you last night is still there. But first I’m going to reward you with an orgasm.”

“Reward me?” Her mouth fell open, in outrage, he assumed.

“I support your feminist principles one hundred percent, but let me make another point. Focus on the level of your arousal as I tell you how I would like to spend the next few hours.” She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, telling him she was listening. “I want to make you come so you aren’t distracted while we experiment with a lethal weapon. After our experiment, I want to clamp your nipples and hang a chain between them. I want to put a spreader bar between your knees so that you can’t rub your thighs together while I electrically stimulate your nipples until you orgasm again. By then I’ll have had just about all the fun I can handle without setting the basement on fire, so I’ll whip you and fuck you.” He moved his fingers in and out of her body, gliding on the moisture pouring from her folds. “It turns me on to treat you like a submissive. Will you allow me the pleasure?”

Her body spoke for her, flushing, scenting the air with arousal, but he waited for her consent. “Yes.”

“Why?” he asked, pressing two fingers deep inside her. Her body fluttered around his hand, making him, impossibly, harder. He composed his expression, expecting her answer to have something to do with exploring her talent.

She swallowed. “Because I like what you are doing…very much.”

He released a breath, delighted. “Then sit on the stool and hold on with your hands. Put your feet on the rungs and spread your knees. Watch my hand.”

He moved with her as she pulled another stool from beneath the table and eased onto it. When she was in position, he said, “Sit up straight.” The position was perfect, tilting her sex toward the stool. He kept his index finger inside her, base touching her clit, tip curved toward her g-spot and the length of his finger pressed against the engorged tissue of her vulva. “Ride my finger,” he commanded. “Grind until you come.”

He suspected it was the first time anyone had made a sexual demand like that of her, but she didn’t hesitate. She kept her eyes on the spot where his hand disappeared inside her and slowly began to move her hips, moving faster as the sturdy stool held steady as she rocked. She swelled against him, squeezing his finger as she took her pleasure. Her breath came faster and his did too.

She began to whimper, body jerking out of control as she climaxed hard. The urge to pull her off the stool, bend her over the table and replace his hand with his cock froze him in place. Then he pulled his hand away from her body and closed his eyes. It took every ounce of control to keep his energy inside. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t see anything except blue fire behind his eyelids. He focused on the sound of her breathing, slowing down now, and tried to match the speed of his electrons to the easy sound of her breaths.

“Cal?” she whispered. “Are you all right?”

His eyes cast blue light on her cheeks when he opened them. “I’ve got too much energy. I’m sorry, Audrey, but I need to work after all. If I don’t dump some electrons, I’ll combust.”

“Can’t you dump them into me?” She got off the stool, weaving a little. He didn’t dare touch her to steady her.

“Not this much,” he said tightly.

“Isn’t that what we want to find out? How many I can take?”

She had a point, but it still made him nervous. “I don’t think anyone could handle me right now.”

“I’m not just anyone, Cal. It’s weird that you’re electric in the first place. Is it impossible to believe that maybe I won’t be affected? Come on, wire me up. Let’s see.”

Desire was building again, making him feel reckless. He examined her back as she walked toward the door. Her body showed no signs of their play last night, and he ached to begin again, to create the patterns of welts and light, to smell smoke on her skin, to make her scream.

“Come on, Cal.” She stopped at the door and looked over her shoulder. “You aren’t exactly showing me your best side here. Get a grip. Isn’t BDSM about control?”

“I have perfect control of my cock, thank you very much,” he said dryly. “Quit baiting me. I’ve got a million amps rushing through me.” Actually, he was feeling steadier now, calm enough to continue with Plan A, but Plan B was incredibly tempting. He followed her out of the lab, undecided.

She was already braless and stepping out of her panties. She climbed up on the table and took off her socks. When she went facedown and spread her legs, he couldn’t resist any longer. He hit the button to engage the monitors. Swiftly, he strapped her down.

He stood by her head. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

She lifted her head, dark eyes issuing a challenge. “Green.”





Audrey lowered her face into the headrest and closed her eyes, waiting. Her body sang with aftershocks from her orgasm in the lab, and she welcomed the sensual caress of the cold leather against her heated skin. The monitors whirred; she heard the sound of a cabinet open and shut.

A waterfall of sensation rushed over her back from shoulders to thighs. What was it? She lifted her head, but he was standing near her feet now and she couldn’t see him.

“Wire flogger,” he supplied.

She relaxed against the table again, curiosity satisfied. She felt as if he were painting her bottom with broad, tingling strokes. The wires felt soft as corn silk, wrapping around her body, tickling her with feather-light touches that made her crave more. Begging seemed appropriate under the circumstances, but she hesitated. She didn’t beg—for anything.

No one ever made you want to beg. Cal had said this was a game, a role, not a reflection of inner weakness. What was the point of doing it if she wasn’t going to fully embrace the experience?

“More, please. I need more.” Saying it aloud made her arousal nearly unbearable. “Please,” she begged.

“I chose this flogger because nichrome has a high resistivity and the strands of the flogger spread out the charge. It’s safer for you.”

“Cal, I think you’re missing the point.” And ruining her good time. “We’ll never know how much I can take if you don’t give me anything.”

The tickling stopped. She growled in frustration. Cal grasped her hair and pulled her head back. His face was hard and she felt sparks on her face as he said, “You put yourself under my hands. I make the choices for both of us until this scene is over or you use your safeword. I have a plan, but I don’t feel like telling you. It gives me a hard-on to tease you. Your ass is beautiful right now, patterned with curling ribbons of thin welts. The monitors show no changes. Stop thinking and take what I give you. I’m in charge.”

His words caused a sharp throb between her thighs, and her hips jerked against the restraints. Embarrassment and fury made her tug against his hand. He gripped her hair tighter. She winced. A small smile curved his mouth. The bastard was enjoying her pain and humiliation.

Of course he was. He was a sadist, a Dominant—and she had agreed to this submissive role. She closed her eyes. Think, think. But she couldn’t—she could only feel. The hard grip of his hand in her hair, the intense throb between her thighs, the heat blooming across her ass—she wanted more and the only way she was going to get it was by letting him stay in control. On a slow exhalation, she let go and began to float.

He must have felt her neck muscles go lax because he gently lowered her head into the headrest. “That’s it. Good girl. You’ve earned another reward. I’ll use a stainless steel crop on you now.”

She had a few seconds to register amusement in his voice before his first strike set her ass on fire. She felt the heat everywhere. Flames licked her body. Pleasure bore down on her, so focused she felt as if her entire body were being compressed. She screamed, seeking a way to release the pressure before she imploded.

He peppered her ass with quick strokes, making her scream again. Her throat felt raw and each cry increased the need between her thighs. He paused, and the pressure eased. She sucked deep, slow breaths. She heard him laugh. With delight? Relief? A thousand questions crowded her mind but she’d learned her lesson. She would hold onto her questions until later.

Something cold and wet pressed firmly against her anus.

“Oh my God,” she whispered, hoping he couldn’t hear her. A butt plug? It must be. And made of metal, certainly. She couldn’t stifle a moan. Was it supposed to feel this good?

The pressure returned, but instead of bearing down on her from the outside, it made her feel thin-skinned, creating pressure from the inside. She wanted to fly apart. He began again with the flogger, stroking it over her ass, raining a series of swishing blows. This time the tingles reached deeper, buzzing through her core when the flogger hit the plug. She felt off-center, full, yet achingly empty where she longed to be filled.

“I’m taking my gloves off now.”

She felt the plug sink deeper into her ass. Exquisite sensation flooded her. Her toes tingled; her fingers felt radiant. Her lips were numb and she felt as if every inch of her skin was glowing from his touch. She spun higher and higher, carried by a greater force, as if she had been sucked into a raging tornado. The only way to land safely was to abandon herself to its power. A sharp sound cracked through the air as his bare hand smacked her ass. A second later, thunder rumbled.

“Yes, God, yes!” she sobbed, needing another one of those firm slaps. Another blow fell, lighting her up. She burned hotter. Her ass tingled when he tapped the plug. She heard constant low moans, knew they were coming from her, but didn’t care how desperate she sounded. This moment…she could live in this moment of wanting more.

“Now,” he said, sliding swift fingers into her. The music swelled as he continued to spank her. Every few blows, he would twist the plug, shredding sharp notes through the melody. Her tears felt like molten lava as he took her beyond screaming into a place where all she could hear and feel was him, pouring pure energy into her.

The table dropped out from under her and she howled as he broke contact.

“Condom.” A second later, he entered her in a slow, agonizing thrust, pressing her ass toward the table with both hands. The position trapped her clit between the leather table and his cock. Every slow, deliberate thrust pushed her closer to the inferno. He had covered his cock, but his hot hands gripping her ass were gloriously bare.

Energy flooded her body as she took everything he gave her. No longer floating, she was flying. Her world was blue and limitless. She went up with him, showering sparks, crackling, thundering, and finally exploding in a bright crescendo.





Cal ripped his hands away from her ass and thrust them behind his back as he felt his climax approach. He locked his fingers around his forearms to keep himself from seeking her soft skin. He checked the monitors. Steady. Safe.

The fantasy of being bare inside her was sharp, erotic and taboo. He leaned back, planted his feet firmly on the floor and made sure the only connection between them was his covered cock. Only then could he surrender to the force barreling through him.

He closed his eyes, focusing inward, imploding. He gritted his teeth and growled her name as he came. “Audrey.”

The spasms seemed to go on forever. Wave after wave of pleasure crashed through him.

When he finally peeled his eyes open, the monitors graphed on, unaffected. Audrey was motionless, slow, even breaths moving her ribcage up and down. Her hands were relaxed, fingers limp. Every so often her body tightened around him. Past the danger point, he allowed himself to enjoy the lazy caress.

His body felt light, relieved of the heavy charge he usually carried, but his chest felt tight. She was amazing. Perfect. A woman he could touch without having to lock his energy so deep inside he wasn’t himself anymore.

Hope, both exhilarating and terrifying, made him ease away from her. He dropped the condom into the trash and began removing her restraints. The ripping sound of Velcro reminded him that this was a role she was playing. She might be the only woman in the world who could handle him, but that didn’t mean he was special to her. It didn’t mean she cared about him. Did the tightness in his chest mean he cared about her? He’d never felt like this with any other sub, that was for sure.

He checked the meter he’d had the sense to wrap around his wrist before they began. Two million amps? What the fuck? He didn’t know he had that much energy in him. He pulled his leather gloves back onto his hands, afraid that the next amp going into her would be the one to set his hopes and dreams on fire.

When he stroked his hand down her back, she rolled over and smiled. He couldn’t resist caressing her shoulder, then cupping her breast. His hand drifted over her ribcage and belly.

She caught his hand. “Kiss me?”

He slowly shook his head. “I can’t.”

She sat up, still holding his hand. “You’ve got to be kidding me. How much power did you just zap me with?”

He didn’t blame her for the anger in her voice and he pretended not to hear the hurt. There was nothing he wanted to do more than kiss her, but his desire felt stronger than his self-control. What if he didn’t have the strength to hold back his charge again? “Two million amps, Audrey. Incredible.”

“And after all that, you’re afraid to give me a little kiss?” Her voice grew speculative and her gaze sharpened. Before him sat Audrey the scientist, buck naked, luminous in the afterglow of her orgasm and thinking up a storm.

He feigned indifference. “We’ve experimented enough for one day.”

Uncertainty flickered across her face, and he felt like an asshole. “Please.” He took a deep breath. “Have some patience with me.” While I figure out why I feel completely fucked.

Her gaze softened, went velvet again, and she stretched, laughing up at him. “You have control issues.”

“Damn straight,” he said, relieved she wasn’t going to push him to admit the exact nature of his current issues.

She slid off the table and walked toward the lab. “But I thought we were just getting started with our experiments. You didn’t change your mind about letting me test your new invention, did you?”

“Nope. I’ll be right there.”

Cal took his time cleaning up the dungeon, thinking.

What would he do if she continued to press for intimacy? No matter how powerful her neutral talent, it might never be safe for him to touch her skin while he lost control, even during a kiss. The fantasy was exciting for him, but the reality could be fatal for her.

He’d have to hold her off, he decided. For the time being, she had agreed to submit. Her body couldn’t lie—she enjoyed their play. In fact, she’d admitted it out loud. He would hold her to her confession, tie her to it if he had to. He would do everything in his power to prove surrendering control to him was good for both of them.

He followed her into the lab, where she was still naked, examining the bio-enhancer again.

“Wire me up, Scotty,” she said with a grin.

“A Star Trek fan?” he asked.

“I’d sell my soul for a medical tricorder.”

One more thing to love about her. He lifted the skull cap and placed the straps over her head, then held up the vest. She slipped her arms into the armholes and held still while he secured the wires to her biceps, elbows and wrists with black bondage tape.

He stepped back. “Do you want to put your clothes on?”

“Nope.” She gave him an evil grin, as if she were as aware as he that the black leather straps and silver wires of the enhancer made her look like a hot comic book heroine busting out of her costume.

“Are you ready?” he asked, forcing his mind back to business, to science.

“Eveready, like the battery.”

He touched her arm. “All joking aside, you are a battery right now. As soon as I flip this switch,” he placed a hand on the back of her neck, “you could have enough power at your disposal to light up the city.”

Her expression turned serious. “What should I do with it?”

He led her across the lab to his rubber-floored firing range and placed the conductor in her hand. “Touch the conductor to the fuel cell and pull the trigger.”

“Do I get a cut of the profits if you sell this particular fuel cell?” she teased.

“I’ll take you out to dinner.” He flipped the switch and pointed her at the cell, keeping his hand on hers.

She glanced over her shoulder. “How about Hawaii instead?”

“Are you stalling?” he asked, surprised the ever-curious scientist hadn’t blasted away immediately.

In response, she pressed the conductor to the top of the cell and pulled the trigger.

He heard a pop.

A second later, smoke rose lazily from the circuit attached to her chest. Excitement and fear tangled inside him.

“I’m so sorry, Cal! Did I break it?” She turned to face him.

He shook his head. “That’s what happens every time I try to use it too.”

Her expression was sympathetic. “Back to the drawing board?”

“Not exactly.” He unwrapped the tape and pulled the smoking unit from her body. “I’ve got too much power for silver wire. I was planning to try it out on Truman next, and see how it worked for him. He should have a normal amount of electricity coursing through his body. Unlike you, apparently.” He stared at her, thinking. “If you are holding onto even half of the energy I expended, you are…hot.”

How was she storing it? And was there a metal that could handle that much power without burning to a crisp? The bio-enhancer had blown as easily as the fragile filaments of a light bulb plugged into an unprotected circuit. Was that the answer? A surge protector? No, that would flip the circuit.

She waved a hand in front of his face. “Earth to mad scientist.”

He blinked, wondering how long he had been standing there. “Sorry. I was wondering if there’s a way to measure how much energy you are storing…and if I can create a bio-enhancer to tap into it. Maybe I could use a different wire…” A bio-enhanced Audrey would be invincible, safe from dangerous talents and normals alike.

She waved her hand before he could get lost in thought again. “Hello, I’m naked here and I’d love a shower. Won’t Jake be back soon? And your buddy Truman?”

A shiver of unease made him frown. Why had Tru been able to read her in the Lair the other night when all other talents didn’t affect her? Was that one of her limits? Did her talent have blind spots? If so, she needed to discover them quickly—a false sense of security could be dangerous, especially if the people threatening her were talented.

He dropped the enhancer on the table and led her out of the lab, locking the door behind them. When they emerged from the basement, he discovered late afternoon had turned into evening. He took her into the guest bathroom and adjusted the lights for her, turning on the taps and making sure she had enough towels. “Mind if I watch? I want to see what happens when the water hits you.”

She hesitated, one hand on the shower door, and he rushed to reassure her. “It should be fine. The water is purified, but you might sizzle a little.” If she stored that much power, she would definitely throw a few sparks.

She reached into the shower to hold her hand in the spray. “Nope, not even a tingle.” She sounded disappointed.

He nodded and left her to shower.

Her performance with the bio-enhancer proved she was storing energy somewhere, even if they couldn’t see it. He wanted to dive back into the basement and build another prototype immediately, but he headed for the kitchen instead. It was past dinnertime and Jake would expect to be fed again when he arrived.

A fantasy of him and Audrey spending their days working side by side in the lab and spending their nights playing energy games filled his head as he stared into the fridge. He forced himself to think about food, instead. Vegetarian food. He wasn’t equipped for tofu, and he’d already fed her eggs. Pasta primavera, he decided, pulling vegetables out of the fridge. And he’d grill a steak for her meathead brother.

With that decided, he let his mind wander back to Audrey in the shower. Damn, she’d looked sexy with her ass still slightly pink from his hand. He remembered the way she’d begged for more, so perfectly frustrated by the flogger.

The nichrome flogger.

His hand froze on the knife, sticking halfway through an onion. Why hadn’t he thought of that before? A high resistance wire could handle more voltage, more current, and more heat. He had a huge spool of the stuff in the basement, leftover from making the flogger.

He grinned, thinking of the way Audrey had taunted him about losing control, wondering if she would understand just how much control it took not to abandon the vegetables on the counter and race into the basement to wire up another prototype.

Then he set the knife on the cutting board and headed for the basement, chuckling. Audrey was a scientist. She wouldn’t expect him to resist.


Chapter Ten

Audrey tilted her head back and sighed. The water felt amazing. She ran her hands over her slick skin, reaching behind to squeeze her butt to see if it was sore from the spanking. The dull pain made her tingle, so she slipped one hand between her thighs, wishing Cal had stayed in the bathroom. He probably wouldn’t touch her if he had. There had to be a way to safely discover the limits of her talent. How could she get close to him if she were always afraid he would pull back and leave her wanting more?

She reached for the shampoo and soaped her hair, then spent long minutes rinsing the suds from her body. Their experiments had left the sticky smell of smoke on her skin, so she stroked his strong soap over her body, shaking her head as her own slippery touch aroused her. She’d turned into a pervert in twenty-four hours, playing in a dungeon, climaxing during a spanking and masturbating in the shower. She rinsed the soap from her body and eyed the removable showerhead, tempted…but not as tempted as she was to go find Cal.

Just the thought of being near him increased her arousal tenfold. She turned off the water, reaching for the huge fluffy towel he had laid out for her. She dried her skin and squeezed the water from her hair, then put her clothes back on.

The hall was empty and the house was silent. She wandered back to the kitchen where it looked like Cal had begun making dinner, but he wasn’t in the room. The basement door was open.

“Cal?” she called down the stairs.

More silence.

She descended. The dungeon was deserted, so she tried the door of the lab. Unlocked. She opened the door and found Cal bent over a table, wielding a pair of wire clippers with singular concentration.

Snip, snip, snip. The clippers flashed with blue light.

“Cal?” she said softly.

He didn’t seem to hear her. He dropped the clippers with a bang and grabbed a calculator, then dropped that and picked up the wire again, threading it through black leather. “Yes, that makes sense…” he muttered, intent on his project.

She couldn’t blame him for being obsessed with work when she was equally driven, but it stung that she’d been upstairs, getting hot for him again, while he had clearly switched into work mode. It was just her luck that the first man she found more interesting than her mice was even more Type-A than her.

Her soft huff made him turn around. “Hey, I only came down here for a second. I’ve got dinner started upstairs.” The guilty look on his face made her laugh. He moved toward her, but cast a glance back over his shoulder. “I don’t suppose…”

His pause asked the question for him.

“You don’t suppose I want to have a quickie before my brother arrives?” she joked.

He blinked at her. “Do you?” He truly looked torn and she grinned, flattered, before she let him off the hook. “I’ll cook dinner. You work.” It was better for both of them to stay focused on work. They were conducting experiments, not dating. He’d made it clear that their play existed within the confines of a scene, and she needed to keep that firmly in mind. You’re a workaholic, not a deviant nympho, remember?

“Maybe I don’t want to work now,” Cal said.

She put a smile on her face. “Right. And I don’t want you to buy me a centrifuge and a microscope.”

“I’ll buy you whatever you want,” he said instantly. “Just make me a list.”

So he’d give her an unlimited budget for lab equipment but deny her a kiss. Nice. A relationship with Cal would certainly redefine her ideas of romance. Lust must be making her crazy if she was thinking of him as a potential boyfriend anyway. Clearly, he was looking for a lab partner with benefits. Temporary benefits, if he kept to his pattern of short-term subs. She hoped he would let her stay until they figured out who was after her—and why. “I’ll let you get back to work. Just remember when I get my mice—I don’t like to be interrupted, either.” Although with the slick ache she felt between her thighs right now, it was hard to imagine turning him down for rodents.

He gazed at her breasts, making her aware that her nipples were pushing against her bra. “I never said you couldn’t interrupt me. If you don’t want me to touch you, say red, but don’t put words in my mouth. I might forget to eat and sleep when I’m in the middle of a project, but sex is an entirely different matter. I’ll take a ten minute break for you.”

He could spare ten minutes for her? She recognized the flash of anger for what it was—a defense mechanism. For a guy who couldn’t touch her, he certainly knew how to push her buttons. He moved forward until he was standing directly in front of her. She felt energy build in the inches that separated them.

His eyes blazed. “Red or green?”

She swallowed, trying to quiet her shuddering breaths. She wanted to lie, to say red, but she refused to drive a wedge between them with her insecurity. She craved him. Her desperate need was embarrassing, but she wouldn’t deny it. Cal didn’t seem to want her quite as much as she wanted him, but that unfortunate fact didn’t make her want him any less. God, she hoped it didn’t make her want him more.

“Green,” she said. For now. Until she understood why she enjoyed playing these games with him.

His grin was fierce as he pulled on gloves. “Bare your breasts and push your pants down around your ankles.”

Calmness descended as she unhooked her bra and pulled her T-shirt above her breasts. Of course she was turned on. Her body remembered the phenomenal orgasms he’d given her and wanted more. Was how she got them really so important? She unbuttoned her jeans and pushed them to the floor. The air was cool in the lab, but exposing her body made her skin feel hot. The clear approval in his eyes warmed her too. She squeezed her hands into fists and waited.

“Beautiful,” he said as he touched her nipples.

The rubber of his gloves was smooth and cool. He pinched and a whimper broke from her throat—not because of the pain, but because her need was so sharp and sudden.

“Now you pinch your nipples, hard. Just like I did.”

She obeyed and whimpered again, feeling her pussy clench and grow wet. She shivered as he knelt between her thighs. He gazed between her legs, making a hot blush spread over her body.

He glanced up, watching her squeeze her nipples. “Keep pinching. Don’t take your fingers away from your breasts.”

With one hand, he held her open while the other explored her folds. His fingers slid through her wetness, pressed into her body. He leaned close, teasing her with his breath while he traced circles around her throbbing clit. The warm brush of air was almost enough to push her over the edge. She pressed forward.

“Not yet,” he said. “Wait.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. Wait? How in hell? She forced her mind away from what he was doing to her and thought about the first thing that came to mind—work. She tried to picture the anomalous sequence of base pairs she and Jake carried, but couldn’t concentrate, distracted by his relentless stroking. Adenine, thymine, guanine, cytosine, she chanted in her head, but it was no use. She didn’t want to be thinking about DNA while his fingers spiraled through her center.

How dare he make her feel so out of control and then demand she control herself? Irritated, she opened her eyes, intending to push his hand away, maybe even storm out of the lab, but she hesitated, confused by the look on his face.

His gaze was heated and reverent. Tender. His lips curved in a slight smile as he kneeled in front of her. He looked peaceful and happy. Of course he does—he’s in control.

Unless she said red.

The word hovered on her tongue.

But she couldn’t bring herself to say it. Watching him touch her, she didn’t feel angry anymore. She felt powerful.

Her slight gasp made him look up at her. The blue of his eyes intensified. She stared, feeling connected to him by more than his hand on her body. His finger, still circling her clit, slowed, almost stopped, but her arousal grew. She felt like her body was melting around him while his caress focused her attention on the ecstasy coursing through her body.

“You may come now.” His fingers compressed her clit, once, a forceful squeeze that sent ecstasy rushing into every part of her body. Her head fell back and her fingers tightened painfully around her nipples. She felt her hips buck, seeking more touch to prolong the spasms that racked her body. He gave it to her with his knuckles, dragging them against her, drawing shudders from her body.

Aftershocks made her knees feel weak and she was glad to feel his hands on her hips, supporting her, turning her around. Her eyes drifted shut as he bent her over the lab table.

“Hands in front of you. Do not move.” The command in his voice sent tingles down her spine. The table was cold against her breasts and belly. Arousal, barely abated, raced through her again. She arched her back and spread her legs apart, so eager for his entry she was screaming.

Wait, she wasn’t screaming. The alarm was going off again.

Cal cursed. “We’ve got company.”





“Moving in?” Cal opened the front door, hoping Jake wouldn’t notice his hard-on.

Jake thrust a backpack into his hands. “I thought Audrey might want some clothes.”

“You went to her place? Did you get in and out okay?”

Jake’s expression was grim. “Does mind-fucking two guys who jumped me coming out of her apartment count as okay?”

“I’m gonna say no to that. You didn’t get followed, did you?”

Even with the shades, Cal could tell Jake was rolling his eyes. “Please.”

Cal left the backpack in the hall and led Jake into the kitchen, where he washed his hands, picked up the knife and began chopping vegetables again.

“Where’s Audrey?” Jake asked, dropping onto a stool.

“Right here.” She came up the last step and shut the basement door behind her.

Jake’s head swiveled from him to her and back to him again. An eyebrow rose above his shades. “You know how hard it is not to make jokes about keeping her in the dungeon, right? I want credit for my restraint.”

“Noted.” Cal grinned at him.

Audrey elbowed her brother as she passed. It gave Cal immense pleasure that she eschewed the seat next to Jake and came to stand beside him instead. “What’s for dinner?” she asked

“Pasta, salad and bread for you. All that plus a steak for us. Sound good?” He wanted to please her.

“All carbs are good. Can I help?”

“Sure. Lettuce is in the fridge. Make the salad?”

She nodded and moved toward the refrigerator. He watched her, liking the way she looked in his kitchen.

Jake cleared his throat.

Cal went back to chopping. If Audrey wasn’t in danger, he’d kick Jake out on his ass, electrify every doorknob and keep Audrey in the dungeon for a week. He would find a way to make her understand her response to him meant she was not vanilla. He would keep her flying until it felt like her natural state. He’d find a way to make himself feel as necessary to her as she felt to him.

He heard Audrey humming under her breath as she worked next to him and realized two things—his dick was harder than when he’d left her in the basement to answer the door and his electrons were seeking a path from him to her. He pulled his energy inward and focused on dinner.

When he had five neat piles of vegetables, he put water on to boil and laid a sauté pan on the stove. He looked at Audrey, who was now washing lettuce at the sink. “You want skinny or fat pasta? I can do it with stock or with cream.”

She sighed. “Skinny.”

Jake stood and walked across the kitchen to place his hand over his sister’s mouth. “She wants fat. Use the cream.” This time, Jake caught her elbow before it connected with his ribs.

Cal gave her a moment to protest, then laughed and grabbed the carton from the fridge, further amused when Audrey ordered her brother to set the table. When the salad was done, she sliced the bread while he put the finishing touches on the primavera and threw the steak on the grill.

Jake’s cell phone buzzed as they sat down to eat. He touched the screen. “Truman’s tied up closing a case. I don’t think we should wait for him. I told the thugs at Audrey’s apartment to check into a motel and watch porn all night. Before too long, their boss is going to figure out we’re messing with his men.”

“What guys?” Audrey asked, scowling at her brother. “You better not even think about keeping any more secrets from me.”

Jake held up a hand. “I got jumped at your apartment when I stopped to get you some clothes, which means I’ve got two more IDs and cell phones for Truman. You sure we need those mice? I’d rather wait and see what Tru comes up with before we do anything.”

“They’ll be incinerated tomorrow and it will take me six months to set up my experiments again. I want my mice, Jake.” Her voice was firm as she squared off against her brother. “There’s also a chance the Genecorp database has my files. If we get into the lab, I can copy them onto a flash drive.”

Jake frowned. “A chance? You don’t know for certain if the database has your files?”

“Do you read every privacy policy you sign?” she shot back. “Genecorp is the biggest and the best. I wanted to work for them. I didn’t give a shit about their Big Brother policies as long as they let me do what I wanted.”

Jake crossed his arms. “I bet you care now.”

“Yes. I do. I want my mice.” Her voice was heavy with reluctance. “But I don’t want to put you guys in danger because someone is threatening me. Maybe I should just go to the police. Alone. You and Cal can stay out of it.”

“Yeah, I’m sure the cops would be really sympathetic to your plight, especially since you didn’t report the attack last night.” Jake’s voice was mocking.

“Maybe the attack was a coincidence,” she said, but he didn’t believe she meant it.

Jake snorted. “You get attacked and suddenly your Genecorp ID is missing. Cal gets blasted with a mysterious weapon. A man poses as our father, intending to kidnap you. All coincidence? I don’t think so. It seems like somebody wants something from you and they’re getting impatient.”

Audrey’s eyes narrowed. He thought she was going to argue. “Aluminum,” she growled.

“Exactly,” Jake fired back.

“Eat,” Cal told them both. “Audrey, you aren’t doing this alone. If they are after talent, they’ll get more than they bargained for. We’ll get your mice.” Energy surged within him as his fantasy of working in his lab with her returned full force.

He would find a way to keep her safe.


Chapter Eleven

Audrey waited in the shadow of the Genecorp sign as Jake rang the bell, shades hanging from the neck of his T-shirt. Cal stood behind her. He was still and silent, but she could feel energy pouring out of him. The guard opened the door, and she was glad it was a different one from this morning, although Jake’s whammy would disguise her. Jake beckoned to them.

“Let’s go,” she said.

The guard led them straight to the door of the lab and slid his ID into the lock.

“I’ll keep him company,” Jake said to Cal. “You go with her.”

She forced herself to breathe evenly and stay loose but alert as she moved into the hall with Cal behind her. It was dark, but the emergency lights cast just enough reddish light for her to make her way down the small hall toward the lab without bumping into any walls. All of the offices were dark. Mice. Files. Home. The image in her head was Cal’s house, but she’d have to freak out about that later.

She approached the cooler and opened it. Relief made her sigh when she saw the labeled bag was still there. She had been half-afraid the mice would be gone. Swiftly, she grabbed the bag and tucked it into her backpack.

Files. She shut the cooler and slipped her flash drive out of her pocket, vowing from this moment forward to back up her data every day and keep it with her at all times.

“I’m going to check the offices,” Cal whispered.

She nodded and headed across the lab to the nearest computer. She tapped the space bar to bring it to life, blinking at the sudden glare. Someone was already logged in, which would save her some time. Still, she was unfamiliar with this part of the system, and it took her a few tries to find what she sought. “Yes,” she hissed, as she discovered system backup files from yesterday.

She clicked copy, then the flash drive icon, realizing her mistake the instant before the error message flashed on the screen. Not enough room. There were thousands of files. How was she going to locate her aluminum series? Time was ticking as Jake held off the guard.

She scanned the files, relieved they were alphabetical. She gasped. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one experimenting with aluminum at Genecorp. She crossed her fingers as she attempted to copy every aluminum file, trying to remember how much room she had on the drive. Her eyes were glued to the status bar. Almost done…ninety-eight percent…ninety-nine…one-hundred. “Yes,” she whispered again, ejecting the drive.

The fluorescent lab lights clicked on, and she whirled, automatically dropping into a defensive crouch. When her vision cleared of spots, she saw Peter.

“You scared me,” she said, glancing behind him. Had Cal seen him come in?

“I didn’t expect you back so soon. How did you get in?” Peter was wearing the same clothes he’d had on earlier, but somehow he looked taller, broader and more dangerous. His air of genial distraction was gone, replaced with malevolent intensity. Something flashed in his hand, and she recognized the device the mugger had used last night. Chills slid down her spine.

“I rang the bell.” She slipped the drive into her pocket and edged sideways into the aisle, not wanting to be trapped against the lab table.

Peter moved toward her. “Try again. We’re on lockdown.” He shrugged. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. I’ll find out soon enough, and I’m glad you’re here since the people I keep sending to collect you aren’t taking their job seriously enough. Not like you. You are very serious about your work. Eerie, how much progress you’ve made with your experiments in so little time. Almost like it was in your genes.” His high-pitched giggle cranked her nerves even tighter. “Of course, it is in your genes. Nature versus nurture, one of the oldest debates, right? And to think it was blind luck that brought you back to the family.”

“Family? What do you mean?” No way. Not possible.

“Father is so pleased. You were lost and now you’re found. Amazing.” He laughed again. “Or so he thinks.”

“Father?” Her voice cracked.

“Mine, not yours, you poor thing. Although I guess he did have a hand in making you.” His gaze shifted to the computer screen, and a startled expression flickered across his face. He held out his hand, palm up. “I’ll need that flash drive, sweetie. The backpack too. I assume it’s full of trade secrets.”

Adrenalin flew through her veins, giving her clarity. She would bet her life that the fetal mice carried a chromosomal abnormality similar to her own. Hindsight is twenty-twenty. She shook her head. Slowly, she shifted her weight onto her left leg. There was no way she was giving up without a fight.

Peter wiggled his fingers and raised the wand. “I can make you give them to me.”

Could he? Was the wand powered by talent? Since she was a neutral, it might not affect her. But memories of Cal’s smoking flesh made her hesitate. By the same logic, if Peter blew a hole in her, the Doc might not be able to heal her. “What is that thing?”

“So curious and yet so blind. Do you have any idea what anybody else at Genecorp is working on?” Only what’s on the flash drive in my pocket, asshole.

He stepped closer and she struck, whipping her leg up, then down, hitting his wrist with her instep. The weapon clattered to the floor. He staggered after it.

She dropped the backpack and leapt after him, using her momentum to power another kick. Her foot slammed into his ribs just as he got a hold of the weapon. He spun and raised the wand. “It’s set on stun—but you are making me want to hurt you. Your talent cannot protect you from this.”

She moved her hand toward her pocket, playing for time. She saw a flicker of movement in the dark hallway behind Peter. Relief washed through her as Cal emerged from the hall, holding a finger to his lips. Cal could handle Peter…unless Peter was a neutral too.

“We’re family, huh?” she asked. “Then what’s your talent?”

Peter’s lips twisted in a bitter grin. “Memory control. I lead an army of amnesiac scientists—all except you, of course. You just wouldn’t cooperate. But that’s how I found you, so I guess it’s a mixed blessing.” His smile turned smug. “Father is very interested in exploring your gift.”

“Good to know.” Audrey jumped to the side as Cal wrapped his hands around Peter’s neck.





Cal let his electrons surge. Energy bounced back at him. Surprised, he increased the charge.

Something cold touched his hand and he saw red, then felt the equivalent of being slammed face-first into a brick wall. His body went numb and he felt heavy, unable to move, barely able to breathe. Over the guy’s shoulder, he saw Audrey run toward them. Energy cracked from his body, a furious burst of fear. God, if the weapon did this to him, what would it do to her?

Her body spun faster than he could follow. The toe of her shoe brushed his cheek and he heard a solid thunk. For a split second, she stood balanced on one leg. Then she lowered her foot to the floor and they began to fall.

“Jesus Christ,” he heard her say.

Cal landed on top. He focused on pulling air into his lungs.

“Don’t touch me,” he whispered, when he had air enough to speak. He gathered electrons in his core and sent them spinning into his deadened limbs. After a second, he could roll over. He stared up at her. “That was some kick. Remind me not to piss you off.”

Cal looked at the man sprawled next to him, then pushed up on one arm, slowly getting his knees under his body. He felt like he was swimming through cement. Gingerly, he tugged the silver weapon out of the guy’s hand and examined it.

The smooth cylinder of gleaming metal fit naturally in his hand. He felt queasy, as if the thing hurt him merely by existing. He looked for a safety, but couldn’t find it and had to hope for the best as he shoved it into his jacket pocket. “Did you break his neck?” he asked.

“I don’t think so.”

He placed his fingers on the guy’s carotid and felt a pulse. “Not dead.”

“Then I wish I’d kicked him harder. Are you okay?” she asked, when he finally made it to his feet.

“I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck.” They both looked down at the guy. “So who is he?”

“My boss. Peter Woodrow. The director of cytogenetics.”

He sent more energy into his extremities, since it seemed to be chasing away the heaviness. “Does he have an office?” Audrey pointed at the open door in the hall. “Get Jake, okay?” He could barely stand—there was no way he could carry Woodrow. She slung her backpack over her shoulder and left the room.

The guy was still out cold when Audrey returned with her brother. “Did you fill him in?” Cal asked.

She nodded.

Jake easily lifted the guy into a shoulder carry. They followed her down the hall into the only office he hadn’t explored. Damn, he wished he’d started with that one. Jake lowered Woodrow into the chair behind the desk and slapped his cheeks until he began to twitch and blink.

Jake bent to look into his eyes. “You fell asleep in your office. You did not see Audrey Fallon today. You won’t remember anything that happened after dark. Go back to sleep.” Woodrow shut his eyes.

“That was easy,” Jake said. They both glared at him. “What?” he asked. Then Jake pointed at the desk. “Is that your laptop?”

“Oh my God, it is.” Audrey unzipped her backpack and shoved the computer inside.

Cal followed them into the hall and shut the office door. “What are the guards doing?” he asked.

“Playing Angry Birds on their phones. I couldn’t imagine what was taking you guys so long. I erased the recording of our entry, but I was thinking a small power surge might be helpful. On the way out?”

“Sure,” Cal said.

“Neutral is such a lame power,” Audrey muttered, leading the way out of the lab.





Audrey got out of the car and handed Jake her keys. An eyebrow rose above his shades. “You’re not coming with me?”

“Your bachelor pad can’t compete with this, especially when my new lab equipment arrives.” She’d dictated a list on the drive from Genecorp and Cal had already gone into the house to call his purveyor, even though it was midnight.

She felt safe here, with Cal and his alarms, but what about Jake? “What if they come after you now?”

“I can take care of myself.” He tapped his dark glasses with one thick finger.

“Not if somebody hits you on the back of the head or blasts you with one of those silver stun guns,” she argued.

He shrugged. “I’ve got a hard head and a thick hide. I’ll be careful.”

She laid a hand on his arm. “Are you going home?”

“Eventually.”

Which meant he was going to the Lair first, probably to pick up some company. She rolled her eyes. “Pervert.”

“Glass house, sis. You’re shacked up with the Lair’s edgiest Dom. I should be telling you to be careful.”

She cocked her head. “Why aren’t you?”

“Be careful.” He leaned up to kiss her cheek.

“Smartass. Call me tomorrow.” She went into the house and followed the sound of Cal’s voice until she found him in the den behind the kitchen. She dropped down next to him on the leather couch, suddenly exhausted. It sounded like he’d made it about halfway through her list. Her eyes slid shut as she listened to his conversation, filled with pauses as whoever was on the other side of the line searched for items.

“Wake up, sleepyhead.” Something stroked her arm and she sighed, settling deeper into her warm cocoon. She opened her eyes and realized she was stretched out on the couch, covered by a blanket.

“You can sleep there if you want,” Cal offered.

No, she wanted to sleep with him. She sat up and struggled to fold the blanket.

“Leave it.” He clicked off the light.

She dropped the blanket on the couch and followed him out of the room. Instead of turning right, toward his bedroom, he led her upstairs. Disappointment made her miss a step. He paused, waiting for her to regain her footing. Of course he wouldn’t sleep with her. He wouldn’t even kiss her. What had she been thinking?

At his gesture, she preceded him into a guest bedroom and waited for him to leave, longing to be alone, buried under the covers with her humiliation.

“I wish I could stay,” he said softly.

Was he a mind reader now? She tried to give him a smile, but her lips trembled. Good God, she was not going to cry. She cleared her throat. “It’s fine. I’ll see you in the morning.”

He leaned against the door, as if he hadn’t heard her dismissal. “I dream at night.”

“Most people do.” It was impossible not to sound a little bitchy.

“Not like I do. I have blackout curtains on the windows and the room is soundproofed. I dream blue fire all night and I can’t control it. It’s not safe to sleep with me.”

She wanted to be mad at him, but he looked tortured, leaning against the doorframe, not even trying to mask his emotions. His eyes blazed and his mouth was tight. Desire was written all over his face. She couldn’t punish him more. “I get it, Cal. I really do. But I’m tired. I could use a cuddle, and since I’m not going to get it, could you please just leave? I’ll have my equilibrium back tomorrow.” This time, she managed a creditable smile.

“A cuddle, huh? I can do that. As long as I don’t fall asleep,” he amended.

Her heart began to beat faster. “Really?”

He nodded and kicked off his shoes. “Pajamas?” he asked, pointing at a pile of clothes.

He must have moved them upstairs from where she’d left them when she emptied out the backpack. Inwardly, she groaned—of course Jake had packed her flannel cupcake pajamas. Oh well, it was probably for the best. She stepped into the adjoining bathroom to brush her teeth and change.

Was it selfish of her to ask him to do this?

Probably, she decided, but he was a big boy. He didn’t have to offer and he could change his mind. When she returned to the bedroom, he was stretched out under the covers. She climbed in beside him, noting the gleam in his eyes but appreciating the fact he didn’t comment on her pajamas. They settled into each other. Tentatively, she slid her arm over his chest. When he didn’t protest, she let her leg find a place between his.

He was warm and smelled like smoke and man. She sighed, hugging closer.

He groaned, a low sound of frustration that exactly mirrored how she usually felt when he was teasing her. Turnabout’s fair play. She giggled and pressed a kiss to the side of his neck.

“Now you’re pushing it,” he growled.

She eased back, already beginning to drift. Later, she felt the soft press of his lips against her forehead and heard the whisper of a melody before the bed grew cold beside her.


Chapter Twelve

The next morning, Cal awoke to the sound of the perimeter alarm. He grabbed the remote and pointed it at the screen. He saw a delivery truck on its way up the driveway. He hoped Audrey would be pleased.

For the next hour, a small army of technicians installed the new equipment in the basement. Cal was relieved they asked no questions about the long partitioned hallway that now blocked the dungeon from sight, and delighted when they completed their tasks faster than he had dared to hope. The elation on Audrey’s face when she came downstairs and saw the last truck departing was worth the small fortune he had spent. “Are you kidding me?” she asked. “Seriously?”

“Everything you asked for, plus a new charger for your laptop,” he replied, grinning. He held up the box.

“Thank you.” She clapped her hands and looked like she might start jumping up and down.

“You’re welcome.”

She took the charger and headed for the basement.

“Not so fast,” he said. “Coffee? Breakfast?”

“Sure,” she said, but didn’t break her stride. Well, he’d been warned. He grabbed another box and followed her down.

For the rest of the day, she worked. So did he, ignoring the grisly dissection going on in her half of the lab.

Around lunchtime, he tried to get a hold of Truman but got sent to voicemail. He was glad Tru was close to finishing the case that had obsessed him for months, but he also wanted to know if he had turned up anything new on the cell phone or wallet.

Audrey ate the sandwich he made her without looking away from her computer. He was tempted to watch her, just to see how much of the food would actually make it into her mouth, but he was close to finishing the new bio-enhancer prototype. He went back to work but stayed attuned to her, even as he plugged numbers into the calculator and embedded nichrome wires in leather.

He finished before she did, so he turned his attention to the strange silver weapon from last night. He ran his hands over the smooth barrel, searching out seams or any clue as to how it was put together. Touching it unsettled him, and he didn’t think it was because he couldn’t figure it out.

Audrey collapsed onto a stool and sighed. He put the weapon on the table, instantly feeling relieved, and went over to her. “Making headway?” he asked.

She looked at him blankly and he chuckled. “Remember me?”

She made a face. “You’re the chef, right? I hope so. I’m starving.”

“Right this way, Dr. Fallon.” He swept his arm toward the door.

She groaned as she got to her feet, stretching her arms above her head.

“Suck it up, Doc. I’m putting you back to work after dinner. The bio-enhancer is ready for a new trial.”

Her eyes lit up and she grinned. “Let’s do it now.”

“Dinner first,” he insisted, leading her out of the lab. “Can’t have you running out of energy.”





Audrey ate the pizza Cal ordered, but she didn’t really taste it. She was still thinking about her experiments. Dissection of the gravid mice had provided viable cells, but it would be days before the cultures would be ready. She’d be lucky if she could make a karyotype by the end of the week. She was almost certain when she did pair and order the chromosomes, she would find a translocation somewhere.

Damn, she was glad Cal had noticed her laptop on Peter’s desk. Because of him, she still had her own and Jake’s karyotypes to use for comparison. Of course, that meant Peter might have the information, too, if he had been smart enough to make a copy. She wondered if any of the information had been news to him.

She gasped, realizing she had forgotten all about the other aluminum experiments on the flash drive. All of the necessary files had been on her laptop, and she’d been so busy unwrapping equipment and getting cell cultures started, she hadn’t even taken the drive out of her pocket.

“I’ll be right back.” She left Cal at the table and dashed out of the room.

She got the flash drive and her computer and brought them into the kitchen.

Cal joined her at the island. “What are you so excited about?”

“Other aluminum experiments on the company database. I’m not the only one. Maybe they already know…” She double clicked the first file, holding her breath, expecting it to be locked or encrypted. When data scrolled across the screen, she hooted in triumph. No wonder Peter had wanted the drive. He must have realized he’d forgotten to log out. His barb about her tunnel vision had struck home, and she felt a little better knowing she’d never noticed these files because she hadn’t had access to them. Thank God the cocky son of a bitch hadn’t bothered with more than one password.

“What’s it say?”

“Hang on.” She opened the next file. And the next. Her horror grew with every click. She sat, staring, unable to speak. After a few minutes, Cal left her and went back to the pizza.

She could hardly believe it, but there it was, right in front of her. When she came to the end of the last file, she rubbed her hands over her face. They came away wet, but her tears couldn’t wash away the images in her mind’s eye.

Cal stood beside her. “Can I help?” he asked softly.

She lifted her chin. “God, I hope so. Genecorp is experimenting on humans.”





“Are you sure? That’s a serious accusation.” Cal looked at the screen in front of her, but it didn’t make any more sense to him than it had fifteen minutes ago. Biology had little in common with physics.

“It’s all right there in the files. The experiment spans almost twenty years. They’ve bred a human, Cal. A boy. They’re experimenting on him. Peter told me last night his talent is memory control. He’s got an army of amnesiac scientists, of which I was supposed to be one. What if they want to create another army too? A talented army. And why stop there? Once they get the trait they want, they can begin cloning. And with Peter in charge, no one will remember anything.”

Now he understood why she was crying. “So why are they after you?”

Her eyes were wide, dark pools as she considered.

“What do you have that they don’t?” he probed.

He knew she’d reached the same conclusion he had when she inhaled sharply. “I’m neutral. Their army would have no power over me.”

“If they wanted to kill you, I think they could have done it by now,” he said.

“The alternative could be worse. Having my DNA harvested and replicated doesn’t exactly float my boat. Now the guard with the needle makes sense. Oh, God, Peter put his arm around me the other day. He stroked my hair. They’ve probably already got my DNA.” She looked sick.

“Can you fill in the gaps for me? I think I’m missing some big pieces here. What’s the link between your research and theirs?”

“I’ve been studying the effect of dietary aluminum, hypothesizing that aluminum causes mutations in DNA.”

“Why dietary? People don’t eat aluminum.”

She shrugged. “But we drink out of aluminum cans, wrap our food in aluminum foil and cook in aluminum pans. You of all people should know atoms don’t always keep to themselves.”

A fair point. He nodded for her to continue.

She stood up and began to pace around the kitchen. “Jake and I both have a balanced translocation in our chromosomes. We have the same genetic material as everyone else, but some of it is in different places. I believe if I made a karyotype of your chromosomes, or the chromosomes of any talented person, there would be similar translocations.”

“So did your mice have mutated chromosomes?” he asked.

She stopped in the middle of the kitchen and looked at him. “No—I gave them the aluminum for a year. The karyotypes were normal. Then I bred them.” She stared at him expectantly.

She seemed to want him to make a connection, but it wasn’t happening.

Her small smile was sad. “My mother is in an institution with near-toxic aluminum levels. Do you know where your mother is?”

He shook his head. She’d run away and left him with her sister. Come to think of it, Truman didn’t remember his parents, and Sam and the Doc had grown up in an orphanage. “Oh my God, do you think they were experimenting on the general population before they took it underground to Genecorp?”

“I have no idea, but I do wonder what kind of offspring my mice would have had if Peter hadn’t killed them. I cultured fetal cells today. We’ll know in three or four days if they carry the translocations, but I don’t think we should wait that long to expose Genecorp.”

“Hang on, we can’t just hand the police stolen files and tell them Genecorp is run by zombie scientists who’ve created a super kid. They’ll think we’re nuts.”

“Not if we have their super kid.”





“You want to go back into Genecorp?” Cal asked.

Audrey didn’t blame him for looking at her like she was crazy. He didn’t know Genecorp like she did. “I’m almost certain they’ve got him in the basement.” It wasn’t used for storage, offices or labs. No one had a key to get down there, either. Every time she stood in the elevator, she stared at the B on the control panel and wondered, curious, but not sufficiently motivated to make any inquiries. Now she was glad she hadn’t. Lord only knew what might have happened to her then. “I bet Peter has been messing with his head his entire life. We’ve got to help him.”

“I need to call Truman.”

“Go ahead, but I don’t think the police can help. If we bring too much attention to Genecorp, everyone will be looking at us too. Do you want to have to explain why you wear gloves all the time? Or why Jake won’t take his sunglasses off? Let’s go back in there, get their super kid and blow out the mainframe. Losing their data will slow them down for a while, long enough for us to figure out who we can trust and how we can stop them.” She knew from recent experience exactly how crippling it was to lose data.

“I guess it won’t hurt to go take a look, but I’m still calling Truman.”

“And I’m calling Jake.”

He pointed at her. “Let’s test the bio-enhancer before we do anything. If it works, you’re going to wear it tonight. I will not stand powerless again, watching you defend yourself with your feet. You need a longer-range weapon.”

“I did pretty well with my feet last night,” she reminded him.

He crossed his arms. “It’s crazy to bring your feet to a gun fight.”

She considered arguing, but then he said, “Although that was an awesome kick.”

“As long as we agree on that.” Since she was as anxious to try the bio-enhancer as he was, she headed for the stairs.

When they reached the lab, he pointed at the silver rod on the table. “I can’t figure it out. It’s got a dial on one end and that’s it. Touching it gives me the creeps, but I imagine that’s because it blew a hole in my arm and turned my body to lead.”

She picked it up. “It doesn’t feel deadly to me.”

“No nausea? No weird urge to hurl it across the room?”

She shook her head.

He shrugged and took it out of her hand. She watched him place it in a drawer, thinking he did look a little green. “So where’s the enhancer?” she asked.

The mannequin across the room stood naked, and there was no leather or wire in sight.

“I refined the design,” Cal said, with a wicked grin. “Your demonstration yesterday gave me ideas.”

She arched an eyebrow, wondering what the smirk on his face meant. He opened another drawer and pulled out what looked like a black spandex bikini top.

“Oh, hell no.” she said.

His grin widened. “And that’s not all. Leather collar and cuffs complete the circuit.”

She shook her head and he held up a hand. “Your brother and I have used kink to camouflage our abilities for years…humor me.”

But she didn’t live in their world and never would. If he wanted to help her blend in, he should have wired the bio-enhancer into a unisex lab coat.

“C’mon, give it a try.” The appeal in his eyes made her sigh and pull her T-shirt over her head.

Cal pulled on a pair of gloves, and his touch was impersonal as he fastened the back of the bikini top and fit the collar around her neck. He looped the trailing wires around her arms. With a few deft motions, he clipped them off and cinched the cuffs around her wrists.

“I feel ridiculous,” she said.

“You look hot,” he countered, pulling her in front of a reflective metal cabinet. “See?”

She examined her reflection. The stretchy halter top held her breasts front and center, giving a whole new meaning to the concept of underwire. More wire spiraled around her arms from the collar to the thick wrist cuffs. She had to admit it was an eye-catching ensemble, but it wasn’t her style at all. She felt like an imposter, a lab rat masquerading as a Dominatrix, but she didn’t have the heart to tell him, not if he liked what he saw.

“Here’s the conductor.” He placed the same gun from yesterday in her hand and snapped the wire to the cuff. “Ready?” he asked.

She nodded.

He led her over to the firing range and touched the back of her neck. She heard a click. This time he didn’t guide her hand. She touched the tip of the gun to the top of the battery and pulled the trigger.

Blue fire sizzled. “Holy shit,” she gasped, letting go.

She pulled the trigger again and they both watched the needle climb toward the red.

“Stop.” His eyes glowed. “I think we’ve got a weapon for you.”


Chapter Thirteen

“Déjà vu,” Jake said, as they walked toward Genecorp. “Only last time we were kidnapping dead mice instead of a live human.”

“We’re not kidnapping, we’re rescuing,” she said.

“What if your super kid doesn’t see it that way?”

“He will. How could he not? They’ve been keeping him in a basement. Besides, that’s what you’re for—he’s coming with us whether he wants to or not.”

Jake shot a sideways look at Cal. “Two days with you and now she’s a kinky kidnapper?”

She elbowed Jake, ignoring his mocking glance at her clothing. She’d known the minute she pulled Cal’s smallest black leather jacket over her jeans and the bio-enhancer that she was going to catch flak from her brother. She was wearing more clothing than most of the girls she’d seen at Jake’s club, but still less than she had ever worn in public in her life. She felt more ridiculous with every minute that passed. She didn’t belong in leather, and it wasn’t a matter of getting used to it. She couldn’t live up to Cal’s vision of her, and as soon as this was over she’d stop trying. The disappointment she had felt waking up alone this morning should have clued her in to how different their needs were.

Jake rang the bell.

The same guard from the other night answered the door. Jake ordered him back to his station while she and Cal headed for the elevator. The door shut behind them and the bottom dropped out of her stomach as the elevator began to move. She was glad it hadn’t taken Jake long to figure out how to override the system because her nerves were already screaming.

Every second felt like an hour as they descended.

Ding. The doors opened.

Silence. Eerie stillness. Cautiously, Audrey stepped out into a bright hallway. There was nothing on the walls. No art. No signs. Nothing to tell her which way to go. She pictured the floors above and decided to go left, toward where the labs would be.

“Hang on—do you know where the stairs are?” Cal asked.

She shook her head, realizing she’d never seen any staircases that led down from the ground floor. Were they keeping him down here without an emergency exit? Horror flooded through her.

Cal shucked his leather coat and rolled it into a ball. He placed it between the elevator doors. The doors shut, bounced, opened. “Better than nothing,” he said. “I’d prefer not to get trapped down here.”

“Let’s go.” It smelled like a hospital, sterile, too clean for a basement, but doubts crowded her mind. In spite of her hunch, he might not be here at all. The files hadn’t divulged the location—Genecorp could be conducting their experiment anywhere.

There was only one door in the short hall and her breath hissed out of her lungs as they reached it. A plaque on the wall matched the name of the file on the flash drive. “He’s in there,” she breathed.

She flipped the switch at the back of her neck and slipped her hand into her pocket, gripping the handle of the bio-enhancer. She raised her other hand and knocked on the door. Dread and anticipation tightened her nerves as she heard movement inside the room.

The door opened.

She gasped, recognizing the mugger from the other night.

Audrey stared at him, mind reeling. He looked like a typical teenager in jeans and a hoodie sweatshirt. Across the room, a huge flat-screen TV showed a martial arts game in freeze-frame, and she could see a controller on the couch.

“Come in,” he said, stepping back from the door.

She ignored the prickling sensation along her scalp. Her limbs felt light, as if she were instinctively preparing for a fight. Or flight. She stepped forward into the room. Cal followed her.

The door shut swiftly behind them.

“Sorry about the arm,” the boy said to Cal. “I didn’t have a choice.” His voice was deeper than she would have expected from someone with such a small frame and he looked at them intently. She believed him.

Cal stepped forward to stand beside her and she glanced to the side. His eyes were glowing, so she put a hand on his arm. “No hard feelings, right?” she said.

Cal’s glance shifted to the right. She followed his gaze and saw Peter step into the doorway of a small, dark kitchen. The silver weapon in his hand was pointing straight at them. Red light arced through the air. Cal shoved her to the side and raised his hands.

Blue surrounded Cal, a nimbus of pure energy that turned purple around the edges when the red light hit it. Cal crumpled to the ground. Audrey started to pull the bio-enhancer out of her pocket, but then hesitated. She couldn’t compete with Cal’s energy and he’d just lost that bout.

Peter pointed the silver rod at her and grinned. “Nice outfit.”

She ignored the heat in her cheeks and considered her options. She didn’t expect a hook kick to work again—Peter would never let her get that close. Could she dive and roll? She couldn’t move faster than a beam of light, but she might make it behind the couch and give herself some time. Her best option was the door behind her, but she wasn’t leaving Cal.

Peter stepped forward, blocking her path to the couch. The silver rod pointed at her chest.

“I’m sorry,” the boy whispered under his breath, edging away from her.

“Me too,” she said, making her decision. She grabbed him, holding him securely in front of her as she reached into her pocket.

Peter chuckled. “Perfect.”

Then red light hit them and her world froze.





Cal struggled to breathe. As consciousness returned, fury energized him. He lifted his head.

“Ah, you’re awake.” Peter Woodrow stepped away from Audrey, tied on the floor next to him. Cal felt like he was coated in cement but with effort, he managed to move his fingers enough to explore the knot at his wrists. Woodrow might have high-tech weaponry but he clearly knew nothing about bondage. He hoped the knots at his ankles were as elementary.

“I’ve been doing research on you,” Woodrow informed him. The kid who had mugged them the other night sat on the couch, facing the television, but Cal could see from the reflection in the glass entertainment center that he was watching them.

Cal looked at Audrey. Her eyes were shut. Fear made his electrons riot, slowly burning through the thick red haze in his brain. Could he get some energy into her?

“An electrical talent, huh? We don’t have one of those yet. Did my proton weapon short you out?”

Understanding bloomed in his sluggish brain. No wonder that thing had such an effect on him. The positive charge was opposite to his very nature. Clearly, in this case opposites did not attract. Cal pretended to struggle, being careful not to tighten the knots, as he inched closer to Audrey. He got his hand on her bare skin and sent a short blast into her before Woodrow kicked him away.

Her eyelids fluttered but stayed shut.

Woodrow stood over him. “Aw, that’s sweet. Did you give her a little energy shot?”

“Not like the one I’m going to give you.”

“Keep dreaming, Sparky,” Woodrow jeered. “The Imp’s going to keep an eye on you while I get your room ready. Gotta remove all the fire hazards, you know.”

“The Imp?” Cal asked.

Woodrow jerked a thumb at the kid. “It’s a nickname. He’s impervious to physical harm, just like Audrey is immune to talent. He’s also freakishly strong. Their gene combination will be invincible.”

Cal’s vision blued. “Over my dead body.”

“Probably.” Woodrow gave him a cold smile and left the room.

The Imp turned away from the television.

“This is your chance to redeem yourself,” Cal said. “There’s a big wide world out there. You can have a better life than this if you help us.”

The boy watched him wrestle with the simple knots at his wrists. “How do I know you aren’t worse than them?”

“Faith.” Cal slipped out of the ropes and pulled himself toward Audrey. The boy might not help them, but it didn’t seem like he was going to hinder them, either. He grabbed Audrey’s fingers and let his electrons fly.

Slowly, her eyes opened. “Cal, what the hell? I can barely move.”

He squeezed her hand and felt the faint pressure of her fingers in return. “Listen—Woodrow is coming back,” he whispered urgently. “Get the conductor ready and lie still. Be ready to squeeze the trigger. If I get your hands untied, can you raise your arm?”

“Maybe.”

Cal reached for her ropes. A sound outside the door made him abandon his plan of undoing the knots with his fingers. “Sorry,” he said and torched them. She didn’t flinch.

He saw her grit her teeth as she reached into her pocket for the conductor. There wasn’t time to untie their feet, so he put his hands behind him again, as if he were still restrained. Maybe that would buy her another few seconds to recover.

The door opened. The Imp turned back to the television.

Woodrow was talking on his cell phone as he entered the room, and Cal was glad for the distraction. How long would she wait? He held his breath, knowing Audrey would only have one shot.

She raised her arm. A line of blue fire shot from the tip of the conductor. It arced toward Woodrow but curved to the floor before it reached him. The carpet at his feet caught fire.

“Impressive,” he taunted, stamping out the flames. He dropped the phone on a chair and pulled the silver rod out of his back pocket.

Cal cursed. With their feet tied, neither one of them would be able to incapacitate him before he fired on them again. Audrey’s arm dipped, the line of blue flame intensified, then stuttered out. After filling the battery in the lab, she didn’t have enough power to use nichrome as a conductor.

But he did.

Cal reached for her hand. She’d handled fifty thousand amps and been just fine. Two million hadn’t fazed her either. They wouldn’t need that much power to stop Woodrow. He poured energy into her and the bio-enhancer responded. Blue flame met red as Woodrow fired too.

Cal fought to become the focus of their link, but the enhancer gave her the advantage, taking his energy and multiplying it by ten, then a thousand, in an endless circuit of synergistic power. He felt himself getting pulled into the vortex, no longer giving energy but having it taken from him. Audrey’s eyes began to glow blue and her skin, wet with sweat, began to spark.

Cal felt his nerves fry. He fought, controlled a surge, lost, doubled his efforts, lost again. Thunder shook the room and the smell of ozone filled the air.

Something flickered in his periphery. Through the smoky blue haze, Cal saw the Imp move toward them. Audrey howled and pulled more energy from Cal, pouring it through the circuit. This was his power, yet not his to command. He couldn’t let go of her hand.

Woodrow crumpled to the floor, but Audrey didn’t stop. The muscles of her hand had contracted—she was unable to release the trigger. The conductor showered the room with fire. The walls burned. The ceiling dropped huge chunks of flaming plaster. Cal knew his hair was on fire, felt his skin blister from the heat.

He was locked into place, incinerating.

And so was Audrey.





Waking up was not a slow thing. One second Cal was dreaming in the dark, the next he was shouting.

“Don’t move,” a low voice warned.

He tried and found he couldn’t. He saw heels and floor and realized he was being carried. He turned his head to the side and saw Audrey, also upside-down, unconscious. The Imp kicked Cal’s leather jacket inside the elevator and Cal felt it with every blackened pain synapse in his body. His world went dark again.

When he woke, he was flat on his back. He opened his eyes. Audrey lay next to him on the tile, unmoving.

“Holy fuck, what happened?” Cal heard Truman ask.

“Nothing good,” Jake answered. “You brought the girls?”

“You need more than the girls. You need the fire department.”

“On its way.” Jake’s voice sounded thick, distorted.

“Why didn’t you wait for me?” He’d never heard Tru sound so furious.

You didn’t answer your cell. Cal tried to find the energy to speak.

The Doc crouched down next to them. “Get her into the car,” she said to Sam, who gently lifted Audrey and carried her away.

The Doc bent over him. “You’re a mess.”

“I’m fine. Go with Audrey. Help her,” Cal whispered. He wasn’t fine, but he didn’t care. He was good enough and the Doc could fix him up later. Sirens wailed in the background.

“Jake, you got the boy?” the Doc called.

“Yeah, I’ve got him.”

The sirens got louder. “Get everybody out of here. The floor is collapsing and my squad will be here any second,” Truman said.

The Doc stood up. “We can’t move Cal like this, and I don’t have enough time to heal him.”

“Gotcha.” Jake appeared above him.

Cal’s vision blurred. “I’m fine. Where’s Woodrow? Is he still downstairs? He tried to kill us.”

“Feel no pain,” Jake said kindly. “And go to sleep.”


Chapter Fourteen

Audrey’s world was black and blazing blue. She couldn’t move her arms or legs and her mind was simply there, but not processing thoughts. Her brain was full of static, jagged lines and noisy sparks. There was something important she needed to remember.

“The Doc can’t do anything for her.” She knew that voice, had heard it before, although it sounded different.

“I know, buddy. I’m sorry.” This voice was unfamiliar, and very sad.

“I thought…I had hoped, well, you were able to read her at the Lair the other night, so I thought maybe the Doc’s powers would work on her too.”

A deep sigh. “I couldn’t read her, Cal. I was just fucking with you. I’m so sorry.” He really did sound sorry.

Audrey heard nothing more until a choked sob broke the silence. She hoped the man would comfort his friend.

“Jake said it was a hell of a blast. Do you remember what happened?”

Jake.

She remembered now. Incandescent blue light. Power. Heat searing her lungs. The smell of gunpowder. Fire. Calvin. She opened her eyes.

Cal scrubbed his hands over his buzz cut. “I touched her. I never should have touched her. I was only going to give her enough energy to stop Woodrow, but I couldn’t let go. Neither could she.” His voice was anguished. “If my powers don’t affect her, why the hell is she unconscious? The Imp carried us out of there before the fire got out of control. There’s hardly a mark on her. Why won’t she wake up?”

“I’m awake.” Her voice was a wisp of sound.

“Audrey!” Cal reached for her hand then froze.

“Touch me, please. It’s okay.” He took her hand. The buzzing in her head stopped and her brain came back online. “Ahh, thank you,” she breathed, then coughed. Her chest hurt.

The other man handed her a cup of water and she took a sip.

“Smoke inhalation,” he said. “You all had it, but the Doc couldn’t cure yours. I’m Truman Smith, by the way. I kind of introduced you guys, in a roundabout way.”

“So I heard. You’ll have to go into detail about that sometime.”

Truman grimaced. “I’ll leave the two of you alone. Welcome back, Audrey.” He clapped a hand on Cal’s back and left the room.

Cal held onto her hand, creating a pleasant blaze throughout her body, completely unlike the punishing heat of the fire last night. He squeezed her fingers. “I thought I’d lost you.”

She sat up in bed, remembering. “Oh my God. You touched me last night.”

He let go of her hand and hung his head. “I’m so sorry, Audrey. I lost control. God knows what would have happened if the boy hadn’t dragged me away from you. You blinked out like a light. I thought you were dead.”

“Nope, not dead. In fact, I feel pretty good.” She got out of bed and stretched, looking around the room. Light poured through the window. His bedroom was spare, masculine and expensively furnished with well-chosen antiques. “Did you sleep with me?” she asked, surprised.

“I slept in the chair. I didn’t want you out of my sight.” His gaze drifted down her body and she realized she was naked.

“Pervert.” She stripped the sheet from the bed and wrapped it around herself.

“Your clothes were toast,” he said, jerking his gaze back to her face. “The ones Jake brought are on the dresser. Are you feeling well enough to get dressed and come out to the kitchen? Your brother and the rest of the gang are here having breakfast. We need to talk.”

His tone was ominous and the hair stood up on the back of her neck. She looked at him, trying to guess what he was thinking from his expression. Did he blame himself for what had happened last night? Because it had been his power fueling the bio-enhancer? Just before she’d begun hosing the room with blue fire, she remembered thinking now? Now he decides it’s okay to touch me? But what else could they have done? Let Peter kidnap or kill them?

“I feel fine, Cal. Really.”

Cal nodded, looking unconvinced. He walked out of the bedroom and closed the door behind him.

She sat on the bed. If Cal decided he was dangerous to her, where would that leave them? Exactly where they’d been before, she realized, with her begging for every touch and him imprisoned by his goddamn gloves. Nope, not going to happen. She’d almost given up on a relationship with him because she didn’t feel comfortable wearing black leather in public, a total cop-out that made her as big of a control freak as he was. She could put up with being uncomfortable for him. Her comfort zone was widening every day, and she refused to be held in a prison of her own making.

She wasn’t going to let Cal wall himself off from her, either. In order for them to be together, Cal needed to trust her talent. He’d pumped God knew how much energy into her last night, and she’d survived. Clearly, he could touch her without hurting her. Cal was a scientist—he couldn’t ignore the data. However, it was difficult to reason with emotions. How could she convince him it was safe to lose control for her?

Control. That was the key. It was time to reverse their power exchange.

Anticipation made her tingle, deep inside, and she wondered if Cal felt this way when he was thinking of kinky ways to drive her wild. With a house full of people, she’d have to wait to suggest their next experiment. But as soon as she got Master Calvin Davis alone, they were going to reopen negotiations.

Audrey carried her clothes into his bathroom. When she caught sight of herself in the mirror, she sucked in a harsh breath. Her hair was mostly gone. That must be why there was a pair of clippers lying on the sink and Cal was sporting a new military cut. There wasn’t even enough hair left on her head for a cute little pixie hairdo. She made a face in the mirror and picked up the clippers. It was only hair; it would grow.

G.I. Jane, here I come. She flipped the switch and leaned over the sink.





After a quick shower, her head felt lighter, her brain felt clearer and she no longer smelled like a campfire. She dressed and stepped out into the hallway. Hearing voices and the sound of a television, she followed the noise into the den where Jake, Truman, Sam and the Doc were watching the news.

“Hey, yo, sis! We’re almost twins. You look great.” Jake’s voice sounded too cheerful.

“You’re doing it again. No more secrets.” She spaced each word and put a threat in her voice.

Truman snickered from the corner. “Popcorn. We need popcorn for this.”

Jake sighed and pointed at the television. “Start there.”

She saw breaking news scrolling across the bottom of the screen. Genecorp burns. Peter Woodrow, Director of Cytogenetics at Genecorp Laboratories, is in critical condition after being rescued from the blaze that leveled Genecorp Industries.

“Sorry about that,” Truman said. “We’ve got a bunch of damn do-gooders on the police force.”

She kept her eyes on the bottom of the screen, not surprised to learn that Genecorp employees were being questioned but had thus far not been able to provide any useful information. Cal entered the room and placed a cup of tea in front of her. Audrey took a grateful sip, touched he’d laced it with soothing honey.

A shadow moved toward her from the corner and she jumped, almost spilling her tea. The boy stopped in front of her, holding out a wad of cash and her Genecorp ID. “I took them out of your purse the other night,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

She took the money and he returned to the corner behind Truman’s chair. For a long moment, she watched him watch them.

Truman cleared his throat, getting her attention. “I think I’ll adopt him for the moment. They call him the Imp, short for Impervious. I’m going to keep an eye on him while he gets used to being around people.”

Audrey sipped her tea while they watched the rest of the news. The factors spun in her mind—genetics, aluminum, weapons. The man who made you isn’t your father.

She gazed around the room, judging them all to be roughly Jake’s age. She and Jake had grown up in a foster home because their father had left and their mother had been too sick to care for them. Cal had mentioned being raised by his aunt. The Imp was at least fifteen years younger than they were, but he had been created in a laboratory—so that didn’t count. “Who are your parents?” she asked Sam and the Doc.

“We both grew up in an orphanage,” the Doc replied. She wasn’t wearing sequins today but she was still bizarrely beautiful. Audrey forced her gaze over to Truman.

“What about you?” she asked.

“I sprang fully formed from the head of Zeus,” he said, looking uncomfortable.

Cal touched her arm. “He doesn’t know.”

Okay, she’d ask Cal more about that later. “Cheek swabs for the lot of you. I’m going to go out on a limb and say we all share the same chromosomal abnormality. Hard to believe we have the same father, but not impossible.” Hope kindled inside her. Maybe one of them would know where…

“Not the same father,” the Imp said. “The same doctor. We’re research projects.”

The hope that had sprung to life withered just as quickly, and it stung. “How do you know this? Didn’t Peter wipe your memories?”

The Imp shook his head. “Why bother? They only let me out the one time, and it didn’t go well. They weren’t going to let me out again.”

Curious again, she asked, “If your talent is being impervious, why couldn’t I hurt you the other night? Your talent shouldn’t work against me, and I got in some good punches.”

“You did hurt me, but I’m used to it.” Impervious shrugged. “They liked to push my limits.”

Her breath hissed out of her lungs. It was unsettling to learn Genecorp thought talent had limitations, especially since she planned to explore hers later, but it explained why Peter had been waiting for them in the basement. “How did Peter know we were coming? Jake hypnotized him. He shouldn’t have remembered anything that happened after dark.”

The Imp shrugged again. “I’ve heard it’s more difficult to influence other mental talents. Suggestions don’t work and blocks don’t hold.”

He was looking at her like she was an idiot, but she wasn’t going to allow a teenager to intimidate her. “Alright then, who’s this ‘Father’ guy? Peter mentioned him too.”

“He owns Genecorp, but I’ve never seen him. They blindfolded me a lot.” Audrey felt a flash of something more than sympathy, something more like memory. His face was emotionless as he stared at her. “You’re the one he wants—you have the power he’s been trying to create for years.”

“Why me?” she asked. “Aren’t you their super weapon?”

“I can’t be harmed by anything physical. That’s why Peter didn’t hesitate to shoot us. But I have no defense against talent.” The Imp pointed at Cal. “He hurt me. Genecorp doctors have been careless over the years, bringing their work home and experimenting on their families. There are talents popping up all over the place.” Across the room, she saw Jake twitch. Had their father been one of those careless doctors?

The Imp continued, “Now Genecorp needs a weapon that can neutralize its creations. Ultimately, they plan to combine our talents and create a being impervious to physical harm and immune to talent. They’ve already begun trials. Remember—they don’t need you. Just your genes.”

She flinched under his opaque stare but refused to look away. “Why did you help us?”

His eyes flicked over to Cal. “A leap of faith.”

Cal put his arm around her. “Isn’t that enough information for the moment? You just woke up, after all.”

She stood and pulled Cal to his feet. “We’ve got work to do,” she said, not caring if she sounded rude. “Genecorp might need time to regroup, but this isn’t over.”

Sam and the Doc rose from the couch. “That’s our cue. Call us if you need us,” the Doc murmured as they headed for the front hall.

“C’mon, Imp. We’re out of here.” Truman saluted and followed the girls. Impervious trailed behind him.

“Wouldn’t the boy be better off with you?” she asked her brother.

Jake shook his head. “Truman says he means no harm. I kind of feel sorry for the kid. He got a lousy start in life.” Jake pushed out of his chair. “Are you heading home, Sis? I’ll go with you. We can’t let Genecorp drive you out of your apartment forever.”

“I think I’ll stay here…and work for a while, as long as Cal doesn’t mind me taking up space in his lab.” And his life.

Jake raised an eyebrow. “I bet he’d rather have you taking up space in his dungeon.”

Cal rose to his feet. “After what she went through yesterday, I’d never—”

Audrey linked her arms with his and smiled. “Never say never. My brother, the king of the kinksters, understands that, I’m sure.”

“Cal’s a hell of a lot harder to scare off than those geeks you used to date, that’s for sure,” Jake said.

“What do you mean scare off?” she spluttered. “You threatened my boyfriends?”

“Every single one. Couldn’t have you hooking up with some normal.”

“You told me you didn’t want her dating a talent, either,” Cal scowled.

Audrey felt her jaw drop. That certainly cast her rocky relationship history in a whole new light. It truly hadn’t been her fault she’d failed at romance so many times. Relief hardened her resolve to force Cal to a new understanding of their relationship.

She walked her brother to the front door, where he grabbed his leather jacket from the newel post and shrugged into it. She pulled his glasses down so she could look into his eyes. “You’re an asshole.”

“I love you too, little sister. Be careful with Cal. Just because he can’t hurt you with his talent doesn’t mean he can’t break your heart.”

She nodded, stepping back, amused that he was still warning her, still protecting her. “An acceptable risk.”

She saw a shadow cross Jake’s eyes before he pushed his shades up and stepped out the door.

She walked back down the hall and found Cal in the kitchen. “Hungry?” he asked.

“Yes.” His short hair emphasized the strong planes of his face and made his blue eyes positively breathtaking. His long-sleeved T-shirt and low-slung, well-worn jeans clung to his body, making her desire to touch him even sharper.

“What would you like to eat?” he asked.

“You,” she said simply.

He frowned but his eyes began to glow. “Don’t tease me. Last night proved how little control I have.”

She rolled her eyes. “I had a feeling you were blaming yourself. It wasn’t your fault, Cal. How much power was in that circuit last night? How many volts?”

“There wouldn’t have been any voltage at all if I hadn’t touched your hand.”

“Answer my question.”

He sighed. “All your energy, all my energy, multiplied by the bio-enhancer…hmmm…eight hundred million volts or so, conservatively speaking?”

She looked up at him. “Is that a lot?”

“It’s at least eight lightning bolts.”

She stroked his arm. “Do you really think you are any sort of danger to me after I survived that much electricity?”

He glowered. “That’s not the point.”

“It’s exactly the point, Cal. You can’t hurt me. And as long as I’m not wearing the bio-enhancer while you touch me, I doubt we’ll burn down any more buildings.” She reached up to place her hands on his cheeks, humming in pleasure as current connected them. She could hear music already.

He gripped her wrists, removed her hands from his face and stepped away from her. The melody faded. “Losing control last night was the single most terrifying moment of my life. I can’t risk it, Audrey.”

So he was running scared, but he wasn’t running from her. He was running from himself.

Audrey took a step closer to him. “Would you believe my brain was all fuzzy when I woke up, like a television full of static, but when you touched me, I felt better?”

“Maybe you’ve developed an electricity fetish. We could work with that.” He looked hopeful. “Safely.”

“No.” She wasn’t willing to play by his rules anymore.

Being with Cal had changed her. She wasn’t a shy lab mouse anymore, living in the shadow of her talented brother. She had a gift of her own, a gift that could change Cal’s life too, if he let it. He’d been in control his entire life. Even when he lost control, he manipulated his environment to remove the risks. She was going to prove he could abandon his safety measures with her.

“Why don’t we try a little experiment?” she suggested.





He had hoped to have more time to convince her that submission could be satisfying, but he could tell by the implacable look in her eyes she wanted more. Her patience with him had come to an end. She’d gotten what she needed—information about her talent—and if he couldn’t move forward with her, she would move on without him.

He felt like his heart was breaking in two. He couldn’t imagine his life without her in it anymore. The thought of going to the Lair to find a new sub made him want to stay home and fill fuel cells for the rest of his life.

“What do you say, Cal. Red or green?”

Sweat trickled down his back but a curious peace settled over him as he made his decision. Audrey was it for him. She was perfect, beautiful—that buzz cut was sexy as hell—a genius with a talent almost too good to be true. He could touch her and she could touch him—but only if he could find the courage to let her.

Mentally, he knew she was right. If eight lightning bolts couldn’t hurt her, she could handle his everyday charge. Emotionally, he would have to take the risk. How could he do less for her than she had done for him?

“Green.” He felt energy rise from his core. “What do you have in mind?”

Her lips curved in a dangerous smile. “Vanilla.”

Cal sagged against the kitchen counter, feeling every hair on his body stand on end.

Her laugh was wicked. “Missionary position with every inch of skin exposed would be ideal, but I’m willing to take your inexperience into consideration. Let’s get me wired up for your peace of mind and go from there.” Although his heart thundered, he was pretty sure there was no blood in his brain as he followed her down the stairs.

“Take off your shirt.”

It felt odd to be taking orders in his own dungeon, but he followed her command. At her gesture, he sat on the table. She made swift work of the electrodes, stripping out of her clothes and attaching them to her skin. She pressed all the appropriate buttons on the machines and cast a practiced eye over the display before she joined him. “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to get my hands on you.”

He couldn’t imagine it was more than he wanted her hands on him. He sat, mute, shaking, anticipating her touch. She drew a fingertip down the center of his chest, making him gasp. “Your skin is so soft,” she whispered.

His breath shuddered out of his lungs as she caressed his shoulders, amazed that the simple touch was more erotic than any deviant sexual act. Her hands skated down his chest, over his abdomen. He cast a frantic glance at the monitors as his energy surged.

She grabbed his belt and tugged him forward. He focused on breathing as she dropped to her knees and unhooked his belt, then unbuttoned his pants. As his zipper slid south, he groaned, “I thought you were going to take it easy on me.”

He felt her laugh as a soft puff of air against his cock. “Just watch the monitors. I’m trying to make a point.”

Watch the monitors? He could barely keep his eyes open as she took him in her mouth. Pleasure, brilliant and illuminating, shot through him. Her tongue stroked the underside of his cock, and he felt his toes curl. She sucked, swirled, and his knees buckled. He grabbed the table behind him for support.

Holy God.

He forced his eyes to focus on the displays across the room. Normal, all normal, unaffected, unlike him. He leaned back against the table, making fists to keep himself from grabbing her skull, then wondered why he was denying himself the pleasure, considering they were already connected.

Cautiously, he reached forward and ran his fingers through her now short hair. She murmured something that sounded suspiciously like, “Good boy,” and he smiled, looking down at her, just as she looked up.

Their eyes caught and he felt split open. Never in his life had he felt this connected to another person. He’d had countless lovers, but he hadn’t shared more than his body with them, and even that had been minimal. He avoided physical intimacy out of necessity, but sharing this moment with Audrey made him realize he’d avoided emotional intimacy as well. The restraints, hoods and dominance kept him detached from lovers who couldn’t share his secret.

But Audrey could share his secret. She could share everything with him.

He tightened his grip on her head, stopping her motion.

She drew away. “Hey, I thought I was in charge of this scene.”

“You are.” He took a breath for courage. “But I’d like to give you what you want. Missionary position—with every inch of skin exposed.”

Her smile was brilliant as she rose to her feet and hugged him. The smooth, warm length of her body made his pulse race. He stiffened, fighting panic—a remnant from his past—even as joy filled him. His arms convulsed around her, and he forced himself to relax. Trust her. You can do this. You’re not going to hurt her.

She pressed a kiss under his jaw. “I’ll settle for half of that. It seems like a shame to waste a good table.”

She held on to his shoulders and wrapped her legs around his waist.

“I like the way your mind works.” He caught her hips and turned, lifting her onto the table. He looked at the restraints. With shock, he realized the desire to tie her up wasn’t as strong as the desire to stay in her embrace. He reached for a condom, ripped open the package and covered his cock.

She was ready for him.

He stepped forward, easing into her. She moaned. Her arms were tight bands around his neck, and her legs held him in place. A storm raged as he fought to remain still. A sharp crack of lightning turned the room blue, and thunder boomed a bare second later. He groaned as power roared through him, escalating with every breath and every beat of his heart.

She clutched his shoulders, whimpering. “Please, Cal. Hold me.”

Across the room, the monitors graphed normal rhythms. It was now or never. Now. He enfolded her in his arms and let himself go.

Energy flowed between them in a rising current of pleasure. Her head fell back and her hips met his every thrust. He gripped her strong shoulders for leverage and rocked his hips, creating friction. Now he couldn’t get close enough to her. Power swirled through him, lighting the room, and he saw the reflection of sparks in Audrey’s eyes. Her mouth fell open. Her muscles tensed. She was close, but so was he.

“Kiss me.” He couldn’t deny her whispered plea.

He bent his head. They shuddered together. Bare skin, soft, silky, sweaty, impossibly bare skin. He felt her walls break around him, and Cal surrendered, pouring himself into her.

She held him as he trembled, and it felt like an eternity before he could open his eyes. Finally, he found the strength to lift his head. He couldn’t resist checking the monitors, and what he saw filled him with an exquisite sense of peace. With a sigh, he withdrew and dropped the condom into the trash. She collapsed onto the table, indulging in a languorous, unintentionally provocative stretch, and he was surprised to feel his cock stir. The sight was simply too much to resist, especially if he might not have another chance. He reached for her wrist and wrapped Velcro around it. She raised one eyebrow, but didn’t protest as he secured both of her wrists to the table. “You don’t need to tie me up, you know.”

“But I like to,” he reminded her. “You made your point—and then some. Now I’d like to make one too. I think you like being tied up.” Holding her gaze, he slipped two fingers inside her, gratified by the surge of wetness that met his touch. “Right?” he pressed.

She nodded, her body pulsing around his fingers. “I do…with you.” There was no fear in her eyes, no uncertainty. “Was that the point you wanted to make?” she asked.

“No—the opposite, actually, but old habits are hard to break.” He adjusted the table until she was reclining at the perfect height to take his cock. He lifted her feet onto the table and rolled latex down his shaft, allowing himself to consider, just for a moment, what it would be like to enter her bare.

He pushed the thought away. That was a fantasy for the future.

He stepped forward and slid home with enough force to make them both grunt. He smiled down at her, memorizing the image of her body on his table, just in case it was the last time he would see her bound. “I want to be with you, any way you’ll have me. You don’t need to learn the rules of my Lifestyle to be in my life. I love kink…but I love you more.”

Her eyes turned velvety. “Thank God. Because I’m not really kinky. I was miserable wearing leather in public the other night,” she admitted.

On some level, he’d known that, even if he hadn’t wanted to admit it. He reached for her wrist. “I’ll untie you.”

She stiffened. “Why the hell would you do that?” Her brows drew together.

“Because you like vanilla better,” he said, drawing back.

She wrapped her legs around his waist. “I never said I didn’t want to be kinky with you, just that I don’t want an audience.”

A bright flash of hope shot through him. “So you’re not miserable now?” he asked, pressing forward an inch.

Her lips quirked. “If you have to ask, you’re doing it wrong.”

He began a teasing glide in and out of her body. “So let me get this straight. When we’re in public, you’re going to wear T-shirts and jeans, lab coats, khakis and normal attire, but when we’re alone, you’ll wear…”

He picked up the pace, hammering into her until she gasped. “Whatever you want.”

He slid one hand between them. “And if you come to the Lair with me, I won’t expect to shackle you to the wall or ask you to sit naked at my feet, but when we’re down here…”

“I’ll do what you tell me,” she finished for him, panting. “As long as you don’t stop touching me.”

“I can do that,” he said, with dawning wonder. “I really can.”

He shook his head, still not believing his luck. Her touch had nearly brought him to his knees, but it was her trust that humbled him. They would have the best of both worlds, together. “Scientist by day, submissive by night…” he teased, breaking off when her eyes filled with tears. “Hey, what’s the matter?”

“I love you, too, Cal, so much.” She tightened her legs around his waist, pulling him deeper into her body. He bent to give her a long kiss then he grasped her ankles and moved them back to the table. A blush spread over her cheeks as he nudged her knees wide apart. “Um…it would be okay not to touch me all the time…remember that scene you described when I interrupted you in the lab…the one with the nipple clamps and the chain…”

“And the spreader bar?” he remembered.

She nodded and bit her lip. “I can’t get it out of my mind. What’s a spreader bar?”

“You’ll see,” he promised, grinning. “Oh, no…you’re definitely not kinky. Not kinky at all.”

“Nope.” Her impish smile filled him with delight. “Not a bit.”

Cal reached forward and peeled the electrodes from her chest. He tossed them to the floor. “What do you say?” he asked, just to be sure.

She clenched around him. “Green.”


Chapter Fifteen

Six months later, Cal’s Dungeon, Niagara Falls, New York

Cal raised his arm and brought it down sharply. The dungeon was full of blue smoke and the sound of thunder and Audrey’s laughter.

“Had enough yet?” he asked.

“Why? Are you tired?” It was a taunt, so he reached forward and slapped her bare bottom hard with the flat of his hand.

She yelped. “That’s cheating!”

“Hmm, yes. Well, you take the good with the bad, my love.” She was strapped facedown to the table because he liked seeing her that way. He dropped the middle out of the adjustable table so he could reach her pussy. “Your back is a pretty picture.” He’d avoided striking the spot between her shoulder blades where her new tattoo, a spiraling strand of DNA, was still healing. The artist had done a beautiful job with the double helix—he could see each separate nucleotide. He stepped between her thighs and dragged both hands down the raised, red grid on her lower back. She moaned, low and long.

“I talked to your brother today,” he said conversationally.

“If you’re trying to turn me on, can we talk about something else?”

“You’re already turned on.” To illustrate his point, he thrust one finger inside her, enjoying her liquid heat. Her bare skin was every bit as potent and erotic as his fantasies. There was nothing else like it. He explored her folds with a hint of current and watched her fight the restraints.

“Cal, quit fucking around.” Her voice was breathless and annoyed.

“Topping from the bottom again, sweetheart? I’ll have to punish you.” He chuckled. “I know just the thing too.” She wailed and he laughed again, increasing the current in his fingertips.

“You know I love you, right?” he asked, holding her on the edge of orgasm.

“Yes,” she gasped. “I love you too. Now fuck me. Please,” she added a beat later.

He pressed his cock against her opening. “There’s a certain doctor in Cincinnati dispensing unusual prenatal vitamins. They’re heavy…really heavy…on metal, specifically aluminum.” Every muscle in her body instantly went from relaxed to resistant.

He forced himself inside her and waited, grinning.

“Calvin, untie me this instant!”

“In a minute.” He’d become a sadist from necessity, but that didn’t mean he didn’t enjoy it. “The incident got hushed up pretty quick, but Truman’s got the scoop.”

“Calvin!” Her tone was urgent as he felt her racing toward orgasm.

He reached forward to unfasten the straps.

She scrambled to her feet and launched herself at him. He caught her and staggered backward until his legs touched leather. He sank down onto the couch and gripped her waist. He loved that the electricity between them could overpower her obsession with work. They couldn’t work all the time, even when they were this close to bringing Genecorp to the surface again.

He looked up into Audrey’s velvet eyes while she rode him with single-minded intensity. Even though he knew she was trying to make him come so she could pump him for more information, he didn’t resist, giving her everything, as he always would—because he knew he could.

His last thought before he lost control was that he would make her test the new and improved bio-enhancer before he filled her in on the Genecorp developments. He had a feeling she was going to need it.
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The Elect, Book 2

Mallory Littman is the only human born child in an Elect family, but she’s far from normal. She can call fire, control it, mold it. As an arson investigator, she has a life separate from the Elect. No reason to live in their compound, or to try to mend the rift with her estranged husband.

Until a case involving an Elect mate forces her to return to the home she fled three years ago. Her nursing background makes her the best choice to infiltrate The Stirling Institute. It’d be an easier job if her ex didn’t insist on shadowing her every move—to keep her “safe”.

It’s not her body she’s worried about. It’s her heart.

Zach Littman made one major screw-up in his life. He let Mallory go. As long as she stayed away, he was willing to leave her be. But now she’s back in his territory, and he has every intention of making up for his past mistakes.

If she lives long enough…

Warning: Take one sexy, alpha scientist, add in an estranged wife, and he gets very creative winning her back. Contains make-up sex hot enough to singe, a little light bondage, a dangerous undercover mission, and a heroine who doesn’t quite breathe fire.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Guardian:

Arson investigator Mallory Littman pulled up to the call box at the imposing gates and took a deep, fortifying breath. The high walls concealed a very exclusive, very private community. Apartments, houses—heck, even a small town complete with schools. All of that was a few miles from her current location, though, and not her destination. She was going to one of the few houses that sat alone, where Braxton Lee, president of Lee Enterprises and leader of the Elect, lived and worked. It was amazing the place was such a well-kept secret. Mallory wondered—not for the first time—how long that would last.

The people who called themselves the Elect looked human, but they weren’t. Maybe they’d evolved alongside humans or maybe they were something new. That’s what their scientists believed, but Mallory wasn’t so sure. They were definitely different. Most were telepaths, but that wasn’t what set them apart. Plenty of humans were too. They were, however, stronger, faster and smarter. And insanely protective and possessive. They created a mental bond with their mates and rarely split up. And she was both one and not one of them. Usually their offspring were Elect. But not always. She should know. Her father and brothers were Elect, but despite having some unusual talents of her own, Mallory’s DNA was as human as her mother’s.

With a shake of her head, she leaned on the buzzer. She didn’t have time to ponder the intricacies of interspecies mating. She had a case to finalize, even though the official report would be a farce, and she needed Esme’s signature. But more importantly, Brax, Esme’s mate, was waiting on the information Mallory had gathered on the Stirling Institute, the mysterious group that was suddenly much too curious about the Elect. But hell, she wasn’t looking forward to going inside the compound. She knew who else was behind those damned gates. She used to live in there with him. 

She’d thought at first that Zach would stop blaming her. That he would come around. She didn’t lose their child on purpose, after all. But she’d rarely seen him since that night. The first year they’d had very little contact. An email, the occasional phone call. She figured they’d both been too emotionally shattered. Later they’d tried face-to-face meetings. Dinners that started out well, but ended with both of them pissed off and bitter. He didn’t like the life she’d chosen, refused to bend even a little. Refused to see that she was a strong, independent adult. She didn’t need a man to take care of her. She could handle that herself, thank you very much. He thought she was weak. She’d made herself strong. He thought she needed a protector. She’d made herself a guardian. 

And still, he stayed away. 

She was surprised at how much that still hurt, but she sighed and bucked up and pushed the call button. He didn’t want her, so he probably wouldn’t even be around. But if that were true, why wouldn’t he sign the freaking divorce papers? She’d sent them twice in the last six months. Both times they were returned in shreds. And she was honest enough to admit a part of her was relieved. They couldn’t go on as they had. She ignored the tiny hope that there might be a way to repair their relationship.

The call box hissed. “Mallory Littman,” she said into it. “I have an appointment with Brax.” 

They knew who she was. She wasn’t giving them more explanation than that. The voice on the other end surprised her, though. It was warm, welcoming and teasing, a familiar voice she was grateful to hear. She’d grown up in this compound, gotten married in it. Maybe she shouldn’t have stayed away so long.

“Returning to the fold, Mallory? Come on up,” Gabe said. 

Her moment of pleasure was gone with a snap. She pushed down a surge of acrimony as she drove through the gates. Returning to the fold? Not likely. She wasn’t one of them. Her father and brothers were Elect, but she wasn’t. If it were up to her she wouldn’t have to deal with any of them at all. So why hadn’t she left Tampa? Why did she stay within range of temptation? She tamped down that thought. She’d learned the hard way how to hide her emotions from the Elect. It was the only way to survive in their midst. 

A guard was waiting for her on the circular drive in front of Brax’s house and she left the keys in the ignition when she stepped out. He’d park it close by while she dealt with those inside. She didn’t plan on being here long. This case was going nowhere and she knew it. It was aggravating, but when Braxton Lee decided to bury something, it stayed buried. And she didn’t really disagree with his actions. She didn’t want to expose her family any more than he wanted to expose the rest of the species.

She didn’t wait for anyone to let her in, and it was like a time warp. Rocky Horror, here we come. Not one damned thing had changed about the gracious, spacious entryway. God, she’d loved this house. Loved living in it with Zach. Damn. It was time to leave Tampa. Time to leave Florida, and she knew it. He wasn’t coming around and she could get a job anywhere. She just needed that damned divorce. Why wouldn’t he give her that? He didn’t want anything to do with her so what would it hurt? 

And please God, don’t let me run into him now. She was weak where he was concerned and she knew it. She’d tried in the beginning to get him back, allowing her brothers, who were worried about her mental state and what Zach might do to make it worse, to act as intermediaries. When that didn’t work, she’d tried on her own. Not that it had made a difference. He didn’t want her. He considered her inferior. Weak. 

She trembled but straightened her spine. If he didn’t want her, he should let her go. Not that she’d take him back now anyway. There was just…too much bad history. Wasn’t there?

She walked into the huge foyer, went straight to Brax’s office, and son of a bitch, Zach was there. Her body responded immediately and she knew herself for the liar she was. 

Just the sight of him still made her clench with need. She shoved her hands into her loose work pants and dug her fingernails into her palms, but the pinch of pain didn’t reduce her arousal. She hoped her expression was calm enough and she ignored Zach, turning instead to Brax. He was in charge, after all.

“Hello, Brax,” she said, genuinely happy to see him. Mason and Gabe were also in the room, and she nodded a greeting to them.

He’d always been nice to her. He smiled back her like he hadn’t just seen her a couple days ago and came around his desk. Of course, at the time she’d been stitching up a scratch from a bullet graze that Esme had received when she and Brax had been attacked. His hands gripped her upper arms and he leaned down to kiss her forehead. She ignored the growl behind her.

“You look good,” he said, stepping away.

She grinned and shrugged one shoulder. “I guess you could say I’ve come into my own.” 

She knew what a dig that was and was unrepentant. Zach had abandoned her when she was twenty-five years old. She’d taken a break from the fire department to get a nursing degree, something Zach had wanted her to do. Something safe. 

After her miscarriage, she’d finished the degree and returned to the fire department. There was no reason not to. She was independent. Her choices were her own. It may have been lonely, but it was a satisfying life and she didn’t regret it. 

Zach, however, was making his displeasure clear. He was still in position near the door, his antagonism a tension that seemed to grate against her skin. It pissed her off and she turned to confront him. 

“What is your problem?” she snapped. 

“Maybe I don’t like my wife doing such a dangerous job.” 

She cocked an eyebrow. “You really need to sign that paperwork, then. I haven’t been your wife for three years. I failed your test, remember?” she asked sweetly and was rewarded by a stricken look. 

“I never said that.” 

“Oh yeah, honey, you did.” 

He took an aggressive step forward. “When? When did I ever say that?” 

She frowned at him. What the hell was going on here? She shook it off. What did it matter? 

“It’s been three years, Zach. You’ve had plenty of time to revisit this.” She paused. “And that is not why I’m here. I have an investigation to finish and a report to make. Not old history to rehash.”


She’d give anything to lose control.



Storming His Heart

© 2011 Marie Harte



A Westlake Enterprises Story

Storm Buchanan’s talent for mind control comes in handy as an investigator for a private agency, but it’s hell on her love life. Men bow to her every whim, so there’s no challenge. Where’s the fun in that?

Maybe that’s why she can’t trust herself around Rafe Savage. The smug, sexy, annoying investigator for a rival firm is the one man who seems impervious to her power. Worse, when he kisses her, she all-too-willingly slips under his control.

Rafe’s gift for seeing into the future doesn’t usually blindside him…until it comes to Storm. The beautiful seductress assaults his control on all fronts, and the spontaneous flashes of her life in danger have his every instinct on alert.

When attempts on both their lives escalate, Storm and Rafe must stick together to find a madman bent on vengeance. While it’s no surprise that their enforced proximity has their bodies going up in flames, neither expects lust to melt into love. Or that they’ll need every ounce of their combined skills to fight for a future that could die before it’s born.

Warning: Beware a heroine with mind control, a sexy hero with attitude, annoying siblings, smug psychics, sexualized danger, and a psychotic villain who can’t be caught.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Storming His Heart:

Storm spotted the study door and hurried. A glance at the bedside clock showed she was running out of time. She dragged her shoes with her, careful to leave no evidence of her presence behind.

Using the codes Thorne had also appropriated from Locklen’s mind, she unlocked the door and entered. The light from the bedroom illuminated the moderate space. She noted the shelves of old books, nautical charts and antiques encased in glass. And there, atop his large mahogany desk, a wrought iron statue of Captain Michael G. Locklen, founder of the family’s dynasty. That statue meant the jewels were close.

A sudden bang made her jump. Outside, the wind shrieked and blew a tree limb against the study window overlooking the back gardens. With her luck, the power would go out. Not needing more of a headache than she already had, Storm closed the heavy drapes and the study door before turning on the desk lamp. Shadows darkened the corners of an already dim room, but she didn’t dare expose herself with more lighting.

In this room, Locklen relied on simple locks to secure his valuables. His antiquated security matched the aged valuables he held dear. She made short work of his desk using a lock pick she’d hidden in the heel of her shoe. A search through his things turned up nothing. She tapped her foot in frustration.

“Where are you?” The statue was here; therefore, the jewels had to be here. She looked again around the room and noticed an antique lamp standing over a plush leather reading chair. It was hard to see since the desk light didn’t illuminate much more than the top of the desk.

Storm approached the lamp for better study. She still didn’t want to turn on the main light on the off chance one of the guards patrolling outside the house might notice. And then she saw it. A sparkling, emerald necklace atop the lampshade, right in plain sight. From a distance it had looked like part of the lampshade’s decoration. Relieved she’d finally found it, she reached for the necklace.

“Move and you’ll be very sorry,” a voice whispered in the darkness a split second before someone yanked her back against a hard frame and covered her mouth with his hand.

Storm froze. She didn’t necessarily need to see this intruder to get him to bend to her will, but eye contact always strengthened her bond. She struggled to get free.

“Don’t scream or I’ll gag you,” he threatened and released her mouth, keeping his hand close should she try to yell.

“I don’t know who you are, but I’m sure you don’t want me,” she whispered, her voice smooth, like the deceptive calm before a hurricane. She concentrated on an image of herself walking out of the study. “Why don’t you just let me go and I’ll forget you were ever here?”

The arm around her tightened—not what she’d expected. He secured her hands behind her back with a speed that betrayed expertise then turned her around. Unfortunately, she could see nothing of his face through his ski mask but brown eyes and a firm mouth.

Those eyes… Damn it. She knew those eyes. Her own widened. “You were at that bar trying to steal my witness three weeks ago,” she said, wishing she didn’t sound so breathless.

“Whose witness?” he drawled, humor in his deep voice.

“Who are you?” But she knew. Just her luck that of all the agents she might have run into, she had to encounter the one she had nightly fantasies about. Rafe Savage—sexy asshole extraordinaire.

Thorne’s rumor had turned out to be true. Westlake was definitely involved.

Buchanan Investigations was one of two firms of its like—a top-notch investigative service whose investigators possessed psychic abilities. Though their paranormal talents remained fairly secret, the success of the firm did not. The only fly in the ointment was the equal success of their competitor, Westlake Enterprises. It just figured the only man Storm found even remotely interesting worked for the enemy.

“Maybe I should be asking you that question,” he rumbled in a low voice. “You stole my witness, started a bar fight I had to clean up and left before we could be properly introduced. Now you’re here in the middle of my business once again.”

Oh man, Savage was even bigger and faster than she remembered. And just as sexy, something she had no business thinking about with the job on the line.

Now how to distract him until she could collect the jewels?

“I can almost hear you plotting.” He pushed her into the leather chair, forcing her to sit with her hands behind her back, and turned on the antique light. Removing his mask, he studied her as she squinted under the light’s glare. Dark brown hair cropped a face filled with hard planes and a granite jaw, to say nothing of his lethal stare. No two ways about it, Savage was not only tough but incredibly handsome. And he works for Westlake.

It was disgusting how often she had to remind herself of that fact.

“Storm Buchanan. In the flesh. So many times we’ve run into each other, but this takes the cake. You look different tonight.” He ran a gloved finger over her collarbone, eliciting an involuntary shiver.

Storm tried to shrug off the arousing intensity of his touch, both thrilled and unnerved he knew exactly who she was. He’d never before called her by name. “Don’t you want to let me go?” She tried again to command him and had no luck. Strong-willed bastard. She couldn’t see well under the dim light. Was he looking at her face or her figure in the slim-fitting dress? At his appreciative whistle, she bet on the dress.

“Oh no you don’t, sweetheart.” He grabbed something out of his back pocket and bent down in front of her. His lips quirked into a surprising grin. “Much as I’d like to gag you with this, I think it’d do better as a blindfold.”

Blindfold? Shit. He knew about her ability, or at least, he thought he did. Storm didn’t need to see her opponents to manipulate them, but the eye contact helped. To give her an edge, her uncle had insisted they plant evidence to the contrary. She’d always wondered how deep Westlake’s information ran. Now she knew. How to play this off…? “Come on, you don’t need to blindfold me. I already know what you look like. It’s not like I’m going to tell anyone you were in here. If I’m found in here, I’m in big trouble.”

“I know.” He finished tying her blindfold and stood. “The earrings, bracelet and ring are fixed to the underside of the lamp, in case you were wondering.”

“Gee, thanks.” Smug bastard.

“You know, I really didn’t come here for this. But then, I wasn’t expecting to run into you again anytime soon, and what do you know? Fate’s smiling on me tonight.”

She could hear a large smile in his voice, mocking them both.

He continued, “The last time we met, you stole my witness.”

“And the time before that, you left with the files I’d been sent to collect. We’re even.”

Warm breath fanned her cheek and she clenched her thighs, alarmed to feel herself respond.

“Even? I don’t think so. You have a bad habit of turning up in the wrong places, sweetheart.”

Controlling a shiver, she shot back, “Well, sweetheart, maybe you’re the one with the bad habits. Be a good boy and go home. Locklen is mine.”

He chuckled. “You sure you want him? Hell, you can have him. But I’m not leaving until I get what I came for.”

With her eyesight blocked, her other senses were magnified. Storm could smell the sexy maleness of him standing so close, could feel his gaze moving over her body like a lover’s hands. She did her best to deny her attraction, but she couldn’t. For some reason, Savage got to her the way no one ever had. She wanted to strangle him at the same time she wanted to kiss him blind. “Well, why are you here? What do you want?” she snapped.

“What do I want? Hmm, let’s see. I have a beautiful woman all tied up and helpless before me. I also have a bag full of jewels easily worth a cool million. What to do, what to do?”

She gritted her teeth and tried to manage a bit of room between her wrists, made all the more uncomfortable because she couldn’t stop flaunting herself. Every time she shifted, she inadvertently thrust her breasts toward him. Damn it. What had he used to bind her? Would it have been too much to ask for simple rope?

“Good luck getting free. Plastic cable ties are a real bitch to get off,” he answered her unvoiced question with way too much cheer.

“It hurts.” She shifted and cursed inwardly when the dress slid between her thighs, exposing a length of leg from two dangerously high slits.

“Suck it up, princess.” When she squirmed again, he groaned and warned, “You don’t want to do that.”

“Screw you.” Storm was disgusted with herself tonight. Where the hell had her discipline gone? Bound, helpless and incredibly aroused by some arrogant jerk who worked for Westlake, she felt more like an amateur Nancy Drew than a professional investigator. She continued to struggle but stilled when she felt his lips against her neck.

Her stomach clenched, her nipples hardened and the sensitive flesh between her thighs throbbed. Instinctively, she drew back into the seat, away from the danger in front of her. Or was that behind her? Over her?

He whispered into her ear, “Don’t move, my little rabbit. Not just yet.”
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When opposites attract, sparks fly.



Double Helix, Book 1

Calvin Davis is super-charged with electricity. A potential danger to everyone around him, he must release the energy building up inside, either by edgy electrical sex play or filling fuel cells for his power company. Cal lives his life under the radar and off the grid, finding new subs at the Lair and doing his dead-level best not to touch them, or anyone, with bare skin.

Geneticist Audrey Fallon lives in the shadow of her talented brother, keenly feeling the lack of her own super power, until one night with Cal reveals her unique ability to withstand erotic electrical torment. Although she doesn’t see herself as kinky, she’s willing to experiment if it means learning more about her new-found abilities…and the tightly controlled Dom.

Cal can’t believe the only woman he can touch is vanilla, and he’s determined to prove she enjoys kink. Audrey is equally determined to turn the tables and prove he doesn’t always have to be in control. But when Audrey’s genetic research reveals dangerous clues to the origin of their powers, losing control takes on new meaning as Cal must push every limit—especially his own—to save her.



Warning: This book contains electric sex, super-powered kink, two scientists conducting shocking experiments, and enough thunder and lightning to fill a sex dungeon with smoke.
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