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        For all the LARPers, cosplayers, fanfic authors, and people who unabashedly love what they love.

        You’re awesome.
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      This is a pretty ridiculous book, but there are a few content items to note. It has on-page sex, people with superpowers being very destructive to a large city, fear, violence, and discussions of past betrayal.

      Also, please note that this is Book 2 in the Vector City Supers trilogy. It follows the same main couple, so you might want to read Book 1, Secret Spark, first.

      Enjoy the shenanigans with care.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        FANNING THE FLAMES

      

      

      

      Joan and Sadie’s romance continues in the next installment of the Vector City Supers trilogy.

      

      You can’t just walk away from villainy…

      

      Things are going great for Joan Malone since hanging up her Spark suit. She’s found love with the best girlfriend in Vector City. The food truck she and her twin brother opened a few months ago is a success. So what if she’s having nightmares about turning on her cohorts from her Supervillain days? And maybe it’s been a hard transition from the world of Supers to being a normal, everyday citizen. She’ll gladly deal with a few growing pains to have the quiet life she’s always wanted.

      Sadie Eagan is one step closer to all her dreams coming true. Her amazing girlfriend has superpowers. She’s supporting Joan’s new business endeavor at the food truck. Sure, she could be working on her own plans to open a café, but it’s not the right time. What if she fails?

      When new Villains arrive to cause chaos in Vector City, the Superheroes need some help from the former Supervillains. Joan doesn’t want to jeopardize her peaceful situation, but she can’t turn away from being Spark. Even when it puts her at odds with old friends.

      Villain activity pushes Sadie’s coffeehouse farther out of reach, and also cuts into her at-home time with Joan. Being involved with Superhero affairs means coming to terms with what they both really want. It’ll take some unlikely allies to show Sadie and Joan the extraordinary lives they can have if they’re brave enough to risk getting burned.
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      Joan stared at the closet door and took a deep breath. This decision could make or break everything else that followed. Could set the tone for the entire day.

      She opened it, revealing neatly arranged pairs of sneakers in nearly every color. Now that she was ex-Supervillain Spark, she was dipping her toes into brighter kicks. Not that she wanted to attract attention. That still felt too vulnerable. Almost risky given the fact that it’d only been six months since Vector City had been rid of Villains. Some by choice, some by force.

      Hmm. The hot-pink ones with dark-blue stripes kind of went with her red-plaid flannel and black skinny jeans. And Sadie was wearing a pink sweater, so she’d think the semi-coordination was cute.

      Or was that matchy-matchy in a bad way? The long aprons they wore for Hot and Cold had vertical pale pink and blue stripes. Too many shades of the same colors.

      “Joanie,” Sadie called from the kitchen. “Just pick a pair. We have to get going.”

      Joan glanced over her shoulder with a smile. She loved hearing Sadie’s cheerful voice in their apartment. The home they’d created together. The spare bedroom where Joan used to keep her Villain gear and spoils of her illicit profession was now…

      Well, it was kind of a mess now. When Sadie moved in, she’d cozied up the space with her colorful furniture. Which had remained neat and tidy for about three weeks before she’d started piling things everywhere. Books, paint swatches and draft menus for the food truck, off-season clothes, extra throw pillows and blankets on the purple couch…

      The only clean surface was the whitewashed desk, since Joan used it more often (and thus organized it). But it was worth it to live with the woman who’d shown her love she’d never thought was possible.

      She opted for a pair of reliable black-and-white shoes that would provide comfort and quieter style. Then she pulled her chin-length hair back as far as it would go. A few of the shorter dark layers in the front slipped through her fingers. This was why she didn’t usually do layers. At least her undercut was freshly shaved. Ah, well. It’d be another hat day inside the food truck.

      Late morning sunlight streamed through the tall sliding glass doors in the living room. One beam glinted off the metal shelving unit that showcased Joan’s expensive art pieces and little trinkets Sadie had crafted over the years. They didn’t exactly coordinate but spoke volumes about the merging of their lives. Like Joan’s napkin doodles Sadie had gotten framed of concepts for Hot and Cold, and hearts with their initials in them.

      Sadie bustled around the open kitchen in her thin pink V-neck sweater and royal-blue pants. Her damp red hair was piled up in a messy bun. A flicker of heat whispered through Joan’s lower abdomen. That exposed neck, the milky skin above the twin swells of the most perfect set of breasts known to humanity…

      “I should’ve gone with the pink-and-blue shoes,” Joan said.

      “There’s no time to change,” Sadie said before shoving the rest of her toast in her mouth.

      “I can do it really quick.”

      “No.” Sadie covered her mouth as she chewed. “We need to stop at the store. Mark will whine if we’re late.”

      “Mark whines about everything.”

      Joan sidled up behind her to nuzzle her neck. Then loop her arms around Sadie to press their bodies together. She kissed the spot she knew made her girlfriend’s toes curl. “You look cute today,” she murmured.

      “Ma’am,” Sadie giggled. “What did I just say about not having time?”

      “What’s the point of running a business if I can’t set my own schedule?” She splayed her fingers where Sadie’s secret tattoo of flowers hid beneath her pants. Her internal fire responded with an excited burst of liquid warmth.

      Sadie leaned into the embrace. “We already had morning shower sex. Was our quickie not enough?”

      “Sweetheart, you should know by now my least favorite word in the English language is quickie.”

      Sadie laughed softly, then squeezed Joan’s arms. “Okay, horndog.” She hesitated for a moment. “You never answered me earlier. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m terrific.”

      “That nightmare was your second one this month.”

      “It’s really okay.”

      “I hate that you get those dreams,” Sadie said.

      Joan kissed her cheek. “I hate that it woke you up.”

      The nightmares that had been plaguing her since turning on Trick, Hide and Volt had stopped for a while. Now they were back with a vengeance. She really didn’t want to worry Sadie with how disturbing they were.

      Sadie eased away to grab her ceramic coffee mug and down its remaining contents. Joan’s fire kept bubbling, needing to go somewhere. She willed it toward her heart, though a lot of it stayed south. Extra fire lingered everywhere in her body lately.

      Sadie set her mug and small plate in the sink. Now the fire flattened in irritation. “Babe,” Joan said.

      “Hmm?” Sadie slid her phone into her back pocket.

      Joan just looked at her.

      Sadie swiped her usual cherry-red lipstick on before tossing it in her rainbow-striped tote bag.

      “Babe.”

      “What?”

      Joan gestured at the sink.

      “What?” Sadie looked around, then understood. “Oh my lord.”

      She huffed back to the sink and picked up her mug, then wrenched the dishwasher open and set it inside.

      “Thank you,” Joan said with more patience than she felt.

      “Mm-hmm.” Sadie put the rest of her dishes in the washer.

      “I appreciate it.”

      “I know you like a clean kitchen.”

      “Happy home, happy life.”

      Sadie closed the dishwasher door, then looked up with a small smile. “Happy Joan, happy Sadie.”

      Ugh, harping on her felt equal parts asshole and expressive. But a clean kitchen meant more than just a sink without dirty dishes. An orderly home had been one thing in Joan’s chaotic life she’d been able to control.

      She followed Sadie to the door. “Are you making Mexican hot chocolate again today?”

      “We should have enough ingredients left,” Sadie said.

      “Cool. It pairs perfectly with the Tequila Sunset sandwich.”

      As they exited their apartment and headed for the elevator, they discussed the day’s menu. In the three months since opening Hot and Cold, they’d made quite a few changes with Mark. Tweaked the menu, added more sides, started selling Sadie’s specialty drinks like hot chocolate and apple cider for the cooler winter months.

      The biggest change was very quickly realizing none of them enjoyed getting up early to shop and prep to be open for lunch. So they’d found a perfect weeknight dinner crowd location outside several towering office buildings. People liked to grab something quick ahead of their evening plans or commute. There was less competition too, so it was a win all around.

      After stopping at a nearby grocery store, Joan drove to where Mark had already parked the truck. She found a spot around the corner and eased her black sedan into it. Sadie hopped out to get the groceries as Joan fed the meter. The sun had dipped behind some clouds, making the breeze in the January air chillier. She slid her Wayfarer sunglasses to the top of her head even though it felt strange not wearing them in public. Old habits died hard.

      Sadie handed over one of the reusable shopping bags so they could hold hands while walking. They passed the husband-and-wife duo who ran Cajun Soul also unloading supplies for their truck.

      “There’s the cutest couple ever,” Tenia said with a warm, toothy grin.

      “You mean you and Morris?” Sadie replied. “For sure.”

      They all laughed. The middle-aged Black couple were so giving with advice and helpful suggestions. They were also enjoying this later-in-life food truck endeavor.

      On Crawley Avenue, a few late-lunch customers stood in line for Powered By Plants’ amazing vegan dishes. Beth-Ann was writing something on the truck’s menu board. Her white jacket and platinum-blonde ponytail were almost as bright as the yellow truck.

      “You guys have that warm beet salad today?” Joan asked.

      “We only have a few left,” Beth-Ann said.

      “Ooh, you won’t regret ordering that,” Sadie told their customers. “It’s perfect on a day like today.”

      “And then stop by Hot and Cold to get some of Sadie’s spicy apple cider.”

      “Aw, thanks. We’ll be open in just a few.”

      Joan shared a nod with Beth-Ann. She spied Wren’s jet-black ensemble inside the truck. Beth-Ann’s tatted, shaved-headed best friend was her total opposite on the outside, but both were all kindness inside. The supportive community of food truck owners was not something Joan had expected when they got into this business venture. A happy surprise.

      This walk with Sadie was her favorite part of each workday. It was so normal. Two people greeting other people they’d befriended doing something they loved. Something good.

      They reached where Hot and Cold was parked just north of Allegria Tower. Its deep-pink-and-blue logo popped from the light-blue background. Sadie grinned up at Joan, warming her in that pure way. How had a former Supervillain gotten lucky enough to find a woman who loved her for being boring old Joan Malone?

      They shared a quick kiss before opening the side door. The lingering scent of pressed sandwiches mixed with a slight tinge of all-natural cleaning products hung in the truck.

      Mark  was efficiently dicing an onion at the prep counter. His sandy-blond hair stuck up and out in bedhead chic. “Did you get my tomatillos?” he said.

      “Yes, chef,” Sadie teased. She set her shopping bag on the small stainless-steel worktop.

      Joan set hers down and began to unpack the fresh veggies her brother needed for his cold topping creations. “Gruyère cheese was on sale, so I got extra.”

      “We don’t buy ingredients because they’re on sale,” Mark said. “We buy them because they’re high-quality.”

      “It’s the kind you like, not a bargain item.”

      Sadie stepped back from where she stashed her tote bag by the driver’s seat. She paused beside Mark, eyebrows knit. “Isn’t that what you were wearing yesterday?”

      Mark glanced down at the gray, short-sleeved polo and jeans that actually yes, he had worn yesterday. “It would appear so.”

      Sadie shook her head, though she was smiling. “And what was this gentleman’s name?”

      “Uh… Eddie? Drake? Orlando?”

      “Markie, you said you’d at least remember their names.”

      “I probably remembered it last night.”

      “Maybe,” Joan snickered.

      “I’m pretty sure there was a D in it,” Mark said.

      Sadie giggled. “Oh, there was a D in it all right.”

      Mark burst out laughing and gave her an elbow bump. “Nice one.”

      “Next time, will you at least remember their name?”

      “I make no promises.”

      Joan chuckled at them. She snagged a clean apron from one of the low metal cabinets as the two most important people in her life joked about Mark’s romantic escapades.

      Prep work zipped along smoothly—a well-oiled machine at this point. She got the flat-top and fryer going, Sadie started on her hot chocolate, Mark got the toppings in order for the day’s chosen sandwiches. A comforting routine.

      She adjusted her trusty black-and-red Vector City Vultures baseball cap in place. Always a funny coincidence that her favorite team and her Spark suit had the same colors. Only that suit was now the property of the Superheroes. She kind of missed it. Or at least the anonymity it’d provided. This hat was her Food Truck Joanie persona. Like it would somehow shield her warming proteins and melting cheeses with fire from her bare hands.

      “Hon, back me up on this.” Sadie bumped Joan with her hip.

      “Always,” Joan assured her.

      “You’re not even paying attention,” Mark said.

      “I back Sadie up no matter what.”

      “Ugh. Gross.”

      Sadie grinned and leaned into Joan’s side. “Aww, thank you, honey-woney sweet potato blossom,” she cooed.

      “So gross,” Mark grunted.

      Joan wrapped her arms around Sadie’s shoulders from behind, squeezing tight and kissing her soft cheek.

      “That’s unsanitary.”

      She kissed Sadie’s cheek several times, making her laugh.

      Mark rolled his eyes. “Your girlfriend is so clingy, Sades.”

      “Your girlfriend knows how good she has it and doesn’t take that for granted,” Joan said.

      “Good,” Sadie said.

      She patted Joan’s arms before pulling away to measure the milk. Beautiful, sweet, kind, endlessly forgiving Sadie. Yeah, no way was Joan gonna do anything to mess up this perfect life they’d created.
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        * * *

      

      Classic rock echoed through the warehouse as Sadie checked the inventory inside the ancient, cranky fridge. The small kitchenette was really just a sink and a bit of counterspace.

      What had once been a secret lair for Villains was now where they kept the food truck. Joan’s sedan was parked by Mark’s sporty blue car in the mostly empty space. The only things that remained from the old days were a worn folding table, some plastic chairs, and workout equipment in the far corner.

      She made a note about excessive arugula on one of the many handy sheets Perry had prepared to keep them properly stocked. Cloud cover had made for a dreary night with low foot traffic, so they’d decided to close up a bit early.

      Mark stepped out of the truck munching on his own personal version of the Harvest Moon sandwich. Extra turkey and provolone bulged out between untoasted slices of sourdough bread.

      “You’re eating your profits again,” Sadie lightly teased.

      “Shh. Don’t tell Perry.” He licked homemade ranch dressing from his index finger.

      “He already texted about us closing early.”

      “Why do we have the end-of-day reports sent to him again?”

      “Because he’s the one who pays attention to them.”

      Mark shrugged and took a huge bite.

      It wasn’t that he and Joanie didn’t care about watching their budget. They’d just never been held accountable for expenses. Perry trusted Sadie to keep them in line as much as she could. And Perry trusted very few people, so it was a duty she took seriously.

      Her position at Hot and Cold had expanded from being the people person and public face to also being the go-between whenever the other three resorted to witty remarks and the occasional use of superpowers instead of just listening to one another.

      Ah, Supervillains. They still had a ways to go but were being more responsible every day.

      “We got too much arugula at the farmers market,” she said. “Can you incorporate some into a recipe?”

      “Sure,” Mark said as he joined her. “I’ll take some off your hands now.”

      He reached into the fridge and pulled a few leaves out of the bag, then opened his sandwich and placed them on top.

      “That’s coming out of your paycheck,” Sadie said, closing the refrigerator door before he could steal more items.

      “Fine with me. I don’t have taxes taken out when I’m paid in food.”

      She stopped the music on her phone. No notifications on her lock screen. There were almost never any from the SuperWatch app since setting it to high alerts only. Just the occasional Superhero activity involving regular citizens. Like when Catch moved some downed power lines from a storm, her ability to absorb energy keeping her safe.

      Sadie chuckled to herself. A year ago, she’d have swooned over Catch’s brave heroics. But the woman behind the navy-blue mask—Darlene—was pretty dull. All of Vector City’s Superheroes had visited Hot and Cold as their true selves. Checking up on Joan and Mark for sure. Darlene couldn’t hold a candle to Joan. Well, she could literally, but Joan would melt it just to spite her.

      Speaking of Joan… She was finishing up the dishes in the truck, so this was a good time to catch Mark alone. “Hey, I wanted to ask you something,” Sadie said. “Joanie had another nightmare. It’s her second one this month.”

      Mark’s eyebrows met in concern.

      “She keeps telling me they’re nothing to worry about, but I know there’s more to it. Can you talk to her?”

      “Of course.”

      “I think… I mean, they started after the incident with Trick. I think she hasn’t dealt with what happened, and it’s coming out in other ways.”

      Like how it was coming out in Mark by how he spent more and more nights on the town or at Sadie and Joan’s place. Like he didn’t want to be alone with his thoughts. But that was a conversation Joanie needed to have with him.

      “I just know it’s easier for her to open up about that part of her life with you,” Sadie added.

      “She worships the ground you walk on. That’s why she doesn’t like bringing that crap up around you. But I’ll ask her about it.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mark nudged her with his elbow. “Are you still doing okay after getting Trick-napped?”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” Sadie said. “It was weird being under mind control, and I definitely needed Joanie to drive me to and from work for those few weeks afterward. But it got better. Knowing Trick can’t hurt anyone anymore really helps.”

      “Good.”

      Joan exited the truck, fitted flannel sleeves rolled up, hair tousled from wearing her hat. Her glorious forearms glistened with drops of water. Ungh, she was so hot. Literally, figuratively, and all points in between.

      Dampness seeped through the cement floor and walls. Sadie went over to the long table to grab her magenta fleece off one of the plastic chairs.

      “Are you cold?” Joan asked.

      “A little.”

      “Here.” She wrapped Sadie in her arms. A moment later, her body heat radiated out.

      “Ahh. Thank you.” Sadie nestled closer and rested her cheek in the crook of Joan’s neck. The faint odor of canola oil from the flat-top and fryer clung to her shirt.

      “We’ve got a lot of arugula,” Mark said around the sandwich in his mouth. “I was thinking of using it for pesto. Mashed chickpeas and shaved parmesan for a vegetarian option.”

      “With sliced Roma tomatoes?” Joan nodded against Sadie’s forehead. “Sounds good.”

      “I’ll see what’s in season at the farmers market on Saturday. I want fresh tomatoes.”

      “Keep our standards high, chef,” Sadie said. The cherry tomato plant on their apartment balcony was not a fan of the cooler winter weather.

      Mark started to say something, then cried out as a glop of ranch dripped onto his shirt. He swore and rushed to the sink.

      Joan tilted her chin down. “So we’ve got some extra time this evening,” she murmured.

      “We could watch the news and go to bed like a proper old couple,” Sadie joked. Though that sounded pretty good.

      “We could. Or…” Joan’s hands slid lower. “We could use the bed for some different activities.”

      “We’ll see when we get home.”

      “I can thoroughly warm you up.” Joan squeezed her butt cheeks.

      “You always do.”

      “Uninterrupted private sex time.”

      Sadie laughed and de-nestled from Joan’s chest. Her girlfriend’s bright amber eyes glimmered with intent.

      “I promise to make it worth your while.” Joan waggled her eyebrows. She was so ridiculous.

      “I’m kind of not in the mood, babe.”

      Her face contorted like not having sex was the single most painful event in history.

      “We had morning shower sex,” Sadie reminded her.

      “That was hours ago,” Joan moaned. She went in for a kiss that Sadie dodged.

      “Joanie.”

      “Sadie.”

      “You’ve been so horny lately. What’s up with that?”

      “I don’t know.” Joan scratched at her hair. “I’m just feeling…” She flicked a few tiny sparks off her fingers. Something she had to do when she had too much fire built up. “Itchy. Like there’s a backload of fire I need to release.”

      “You need to do something about that.”

      She raised her eyebrows like Sex would help with that.

      “You have to get that out of your system.” Sadie waved toward the kitchenette. “Mark does, too.”

      “Mark does what now?” he said, blotting his shirt with a wet paper towel.

      “You both have been total horndogs lately.”

      He nodded in agreement, then frowned. “Okay, but ew. Please don’t ever tell me how horny my sister is.”

      “You know she is,” Sadie said.

      “I don’t want that in my head, Sades.”

      She stepped away from Joan. Her body heat was getting too warm. “You don’t release nearly as much fire or ice as you used to. It’s probably all backed up in your bodies.”

      “Probably,” Joan said.

      “And it’s coming out in other ways.” Sadie pointed at Mark. “You’re hooking up way more than ever. And you’re…” She touched Joan’s shoulder with a finger. “A lot.”

      “You’re right. We need to get it out.”

      “Make use of the extra time we have tonight.”

      “Yes, dear.” Joan gave her the grin that dissolved any lingering annoyance. She couldn’t help being born with the ability to conjure fire. And her internal warmth was usually great for their sex life.

      “We could go down to—” Mark wiped at a glob of ranch dressing near the hem of his polo. “Seriously?”

      He strode toward the small bathroom, pulling his shirt overhead.

      Joan plucked at Sadie’s fleece, loosely pulling her back into her arms. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll get rid of this extra fire if you use tonight to work on your plans for Sadie’s Café.”

      An uncomfortable squish twisted Sadie’s gut. She avoided eye contact and mumbled, “It’s pretty late for that.”

      “Honey, it’s time to move forward.”

      “Hot and Cold is still in its early stages.”

      “We’re doing fine.”

      Sadie glanced up, grateful but uneasy from the genuine support softening Joan’s face. “But you need me.”

      “I appreciate every single thing you do,” Joan said.

      “And I really like working here. We have so much fun.”

      “I love working with you. But the food truck was my dream, not yours.”

      “It’s not the right time,” Sadie insisted. “I’m the face of the truck so you and Mark can lay low.”

      “Mark and I can be less in the background. Enough time has passed. The Supers have seen we really did go legit.”

      “I’m still the best for customer service and dealing with people.”

      “I’m not bad with it,” Joan said.

      “Hon, you were fired from a customer service job for melting your desk after a difficult phone call.”

      “That was a long time ago. I’ve matured.”

      Sadie stepped out of Joan’s arms. “Who are you gonna get to work with you? It’s not like you can hire just anyone with your unique cooking styles.”

      “That’s not your concern.”

      “Everything about the truck is my concern.”

      “We can find a norm who got out of the criminal life,” Joan said. “An old associate who wants steady employment and understands keeping our former identities quiet.”

      A shadow crossed over her face that she quickly shook off.

      “Remember our deal, Sadie Eagan. You helped me get on the straight and narrow. I help you open your dream café.”

      “I’m just…” Sadie gave a weak shrug. “I’m not ready yet. And whether or not you want to admit it, you need me to keep eyes on the money and things for Hot and Cold.”

      “That’s what Perry does.”

      “Yeah, but you two don’t listen to Perry.”

      “We do. We just pretend like we don’t.”

      That was pretty doubtful. Even with all her hang-ups and fears and anxiety about opening her own café, the biggest factor in not pursuing it was the need to make Hot and Cold stable and profitable.

      Joan tilted her head. “Per said he’s been waiting to go over the research he’s done for you.”

      Sadie uttered a sound she hoped sounded like words.

      “He’ll meet you anytime.” Joan smirked. “It’s paperwork. His favorite.”

      “Some other time. I just want to go home, have a warm cup of tea, and relax.”

      “All right, but meet with him soon, okay? He keeps bugging me.”

      Mustering up a smile, Sadie said, “I will.”

      Joan enveloped her in a comforting hug. “I’ll be the first person in line when you open your doors. I’ll be so proud, I’ll tell everyone, ‘This is my girlfriend’s café. She’s amazing and can do anything.’”

      “That’s sweet and slightly annoying.”

      “I’ll be so obnoxious with my support.”

      “Well, I can’t wait for that,” Sadie giggled.

      Joan tightened her arms, filling Sadie with love. Sadie did the same. She adored Joan and so appreciated her unwavering encouragement. On one level, it made Sadie’s Café something within reach. But the onus was still on Sadie to like, do the work, and make the big boss decisions, and have all the responsibility, and…

      And what if I fail?

      “I’m gonna go lock the truck,” Joan said. She dropped a kiss on Sadie’s lips.

      Sadie wandered toward the window, suddenly chilled without Joan’s heat. The thick curtains that once blocked everything out had been replaced with less severe off-white drapes.

      A strange green glow briefly lit up the outside. She pulled one of the curtains back to see if it was lightning.

      Nothing shined through the overcast sky. She started to let the curtain fall, but it happened again. A pale green shimmer dancing through the clouds. Huh. Weird.

      Well, it wasn’t Villain activity. Vector City had no Supervillains anymore. Three of them were imprisoned, however the Supers properly secured people with superpowers. And the other three were running an up-and-coming food truck. It was nice not to worry all the time about potential destruction.

      Things were comfortable. Easy. Uncomplicated. Maybe even a teensy bit boring. But boring was good. Boring was what Joanie had wanted for a long, long time. Boring was…

      Safe. And it was good to be safe.
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      Joan formed another large fireball between her hands. She lobbed it into the night sky over the river. Mark shot a big, icy ball at it, dissolving it on contact.

      They’d been at it for a good ten, maybe fifteen minutes. Every blast of fire brought relief, like her body was grateful for the release.

      The row of riverfront warehouses provided coverage from prying eyes. A good place to discharge built-up fire. She’d never gone so long without using it to fly or fight.

      “Are you almost out?” Mark asked, shooting little ice pellets into the cracked blacktop.

      “Not yet.” Joan wiped rogue hair off her slightly damp forehead. “You definitely let the Supers know we’re doing this?”

      “I texted Zee to let them know there was no cause for concern.”

      A slow smile pulled at her lips. “You texted Zee. I didn’t realize you had Race’s number.”

      “It’s for shit like this so the Supers don’t freak out.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      Mark crossed his arms. “Don’t start with that.”

      “Just saying you two have this very entertaining flirty repartee.”

      He sprayed her butt with a snow shower.

      “Which I get to witness once a week when they drop by the truck to get dinner because we have—” She made air quotes. “Good hand-cut fries.”

      “We do have good hand-cut fries.”

      “That you personally serve.”

      Conjuring up a big block of ice, Mark said, “Focus on the task at hand, nosy.”

      Joan shot a streaming flame at it, melting it to a pool of water in seconds. They did it twice more, each time with a little less oomph.

      “Whew.” Joan exhaled a deep breath. “That does feel better. I’m glad Sadie suggested this.”

      “She’s the best,” said Mark.

      “She is the best.”

      “Are things good between you two?”

      “Everything is perfect.”

      “Other than you wanting to get with her like a rabbit in heat?”

      Joan laughed. “Yeah, I guess she had a point.”

      Mark stared out at the dark water. “She mentioned you started having nightmares again. I thought they’d stopped.”

      With a vague shrug, Joan said, “I’ve had a few random ones.”

      “Sadie said it’s been two this month. She’s worried.”

      Shit. She hated to worry Sadie.

      Glancing over, Mark said, “Were they like the other ones?”

      “They’re always the same. Some variation of Melvin, Irving and Ethel yelling at me. Staring me down or holding me so I can’t escape.”

      “What are they saying?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s not really words.” Joan rubbed at the tightness building in her chest. “But they’re mad. They’re so mad, I can feel it. I wake up wanting to run and hide.”

      “Damn.”

      She sat on the concrete barrier separating the riverfront from the warehouses. “I’m freaked out that what happened to them will happen to us.”

      Mark dropped beside her. “That the Supers will change their minds and say, ‘Just kidding. We’re gonna lock you up, too.’”

      “Yeah. One misstep and this could all be gone.”

      “I get it. I worry about that, too.”

      Flashes of her former cohorts’ angry faces played in her mind. “It’s not fair. What went down.”

      “They were going ahead with their half-baked plans no matter what we did.”

      Joan shook her head. “What happened wasn’t fair. They got life in prison. We got to walk free.”

      “They made their own choices. They wanted to be Villains. They enjoyed it.” Mark rested his arms on his thighs. “We didn’t actively choose that life. I don’t think Perry did either. He had his cagey reasons he never tells us.”

      “He had to have been double-crossed by the Supers. We know he once trusted them, and now he acts like they’re mortal enemies. I mean, he gave his Breeze suit and computer crap to us to give to the Supers so he wouldn’t have to face them.”

      “Yeah, Per’s got secrets, but…” Mark raised his eyebrows. “Maybe he’s freaking out, too. He’s been betrayed before. Who’s to say it won’t happen again?”

      “Exactly.” Joan’s heartbeat thumped from the realization.

      “I wouldn’t worry too much. We’re making amends. We’ve always tried to do some good. Melvin and Company were selfish assholes who never thought about anyone but themselves. They liked being the bad guys.”

      “We sometimes liked being the bad guys,” Joan admitted.

      Mark nudged her knee with his. “We were pretty good at it. We also gave a whole lot of apology money to people and businesses. The Supers know that.”

      “Yeah, but do they care?”

      “No, but it’s further proof we don’t suck.”

      A heavy sigh brushed past Joan’s lips. “We turned on our friends, Mark. Turned in our friends. We’re persona non grata to everyone we used to associate with.”

      “We’re building a new life.”

      “I know, but…”

      He nudged her knee again. “I know, sis.”

      They sat in understanding silence. They’d stayed ultra busy over the past few months to mask the pain of giving up the life they once knew.

      “Why dwell on what’s done?” Mark said. “We have the food truck we always wanted. You have the girl you always wanted. Per likes being a not-so-silent investor in Hot and Cold.”

      “We think he likes it,” Joan corrected. “He doesn’t tell us one way or the other.”

      “I think one of his superpowers is masking his true emotions. So I assume he’s happy to keep my conscience clear.”

      She shook her head at how easily her brother could rationalize something. “How are you really doing? I know you’re avoiding being at home.”

      “’Cause it’s boring.”

      “Your hooking up more is only partially from the excess energy.”

      “It’s also my abandonment issues, Joanie.” He said it flippantly, gazing at the gray clouds, but real pain pinched his eyes. Mark always left someone before they could leave him. But lately, it’d been more like running away before he even learned the guy’s name. Running away from potential hurt.

      Thanks a bunch for kicking us out, Mom and Dad.

      Joking was the only way to get him to open up. “How can you have abandonment issues when your wombmate hasn’t left your side in thirty-five years?”

      Mark cracked a grin. “Present company excluded.”

      “And Perry and my very patient girlfriend let you crash at our respective homes whenever you feel like it.”

      “Which I do appreciate.”

      “Greta still talks to you.”

      “Greta’s your friend.”

      “But she talks to you.”

      Not that she saw Greta much lately. Their usual Let’s break into the mayor’s office for funsies hangouts had been replaced by her old friend stopping by the food truck once in a while. Leaving the criminal element had put a strain on their relationship, mostly because the Supers knew where to find Joan. She couldn’t lurk in the shadows anymore.

      “Maybe we need therapy,” she said, not entirely in jest.

      “Oh, we definitely need therapy,” Mark laughed.

      “Good luck trying to find a shrink who specializes in superpowered issues.” She tried a new approach. “You can hang out with me and Sadie’s friends if you want.”

      “You said you have a hard time relating to them.”

      True, their normal lives and problems sometimes made Joan feel out of place. “It’s getting easier now that I have regular people issues to talk about. The price of gas, taxes… And they’re nice. They seem to be happy.”

      “I am happy, Joanie,” Mark said. “I don’t regret what we did. I love finally being able to cook every day. And we’re making new acquaintances with the other food truck owners and vendors. Things are great.”

      Joan smiled. “I’m happy, too.”

      “Good.”

      “I hope Perry’s happy. We foisted this on him.”

      Mark set a hand on his chest. “I like to think we put him on the path he always wanted to be on.”

      “He wanted to work in the art world.”

      “He technically worked in the art world for many years.”

      “I don’t think stealing works of art counts,” Joan said.

      “He always knew which ones were worth taking.”

      She dug the toe of her shoe into the ground. “I just hope he’s not struggling too much with the adjustment.”

      Mark snorted and said, “If he was upset, he’d let us know. Irritation with us is the one thing he’s never had a problem expressing.”

      “True.”

      A whiff of mucky river water floated past on the breeze. Sadie liked to say it smelled like fish poo. After working at a fish-and-chips cabana on the upscale riverwalk to the north, she’d stopped eating anything that came out of water.

      “Sadie needs to meet with him to talk about her café,” Joan said. “She
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