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Chapter One

Ivory

Eight hours out of Auckland, the plane’s temperature controls fizzled. Instant passenger meltdown followed and call buttons lit the aisles like stars on the tundra.

In the oppressive heat and recycled air, my coworkers wilted. Red-cheeked and dripping sweat, they fetched non-stop drinks for the passengers, filling their plastic cups with sorry, melted ice cubes.

I handed my passenger a frosty cold can of Heineken. “Anything else, sir?”

“No. Thanks.” The man pressed the iced-over can to his neck, and his head lolled back in bliss.

Rewa scowled at me from the opposite side of the drink cart. Her hair lay plastered to her face, and she muttered about switching sides on the next run. Trading positions wouldn’t make her cans any colder. 

I wouldn’t use my powers on a routine flight, but chilled drinks were harmless, and I was enjoying myself. When I pressed my hand to my cheek, it felt almost lukewarm. The cold lived in my family’s blood, and such warmth was a rare treat.

We docked the drink cart in the galley, and I left Rewa to commiserate with the others. When I checked my reflection, I didn’t blame them for the dirty looks. My tight bun hadn’t shifted all flight, and my fair skin was the same smooth porcelain as always. Should I mist myself to hide the difference?

No. If the droplets froze against my forehead, I’d hardly blend with the regular humans and no one who noticed my lack of sweat would realize what they were really seeing.

“Val?” I snapped my mirror shut as one of the first-class attendants approached, looking as harassed as the ladies in coach. “Can you pop up to first? Janna might have heat stroke.”

“Of course.” First-class passengers were fussy, and on this flight, I was the best equipped to handle their complaints.

For what they paid, I’d be fussy too.

The first-class cabin was tucked upstairs, away from the gaze of the commoners. It wasn’t as crowded as coach, but the heat still rose. A few more degrees and I might have broken a sweat.

Despite the plush lounge chairs and carcasses of tiny alcohol bottles—or maybe because of the alcohol bottles—misery hung in the heat-choked air. The worst off was the screaming infant in the first row. The mother’s hugging and rocking were all in good faith but weren’t helping matters, and her designer makeup looked like a melted mask.

Babies could be forgiven in most situations, but with no air-conditioning, the other passengers might mutiny.

“May I, ma’am?” I opened my arms to the child.

She probably wasn’t in the habit of handing her child to strangers, but she took a long look at me. The wheels turned as she noted my cool skin and untouched complexion. Maybe she caught the chill off my hands. She handed the baby girl over.

“What’s her name?” I patted the baby’s downy head, taking care not to cool too fast.

The woman pulled a cleansing cloth from her Birkin bag. “Madeline.” She wiped down her face and shuddered when she checked her mirror.

I rocked Madeline, and as her temperature fell, her cries silenced. “That’s a good girl.” By the time I handed her back, she was drooling with sleep.

“Whatever they’re paying you, I’ll double it if you ever want to nanny.” The woman shifted the girl into the crook of her arm.

I smiled. Money was a poor substitute for traveling the world, and I’d plenty left to see. But I was glad to have helped the baby. “Can I get you anything?”

“All set.” She flicked off her light.

Quieting the child had leveled down the tension, but it was far too hot for real comfort. Janna wasn’t the only one dealing with heat stroke. The passengers looked a dangerous combination of limp and furious.

I knew I shouldn’t use my ice so obviously, but this was past the point that I could look away. As I strode down the aisle, I released the cold inside me.

It bled away from me like mist, invisible to human eyes, though it would’ve showed on a thermal camera. I doubted any of the passengers had one of those in their seat.

One man in disheveled Armani shot me a hard look, but I returned a pleasant smile, and he turned around. As long as no one snapped, I could handle a sour glance or two.

In fractions of degrees, the cabin cooled. Tucked in the back corner, I found a man asleep under his blanket. Curled in on himself, he couldn’t hide his massive height, and his skin was so dark it approached black.

He must have been sweltering.

“Sir?” It wasn’t good policy to wake customers, but I couldn’t let him sweat himself to death.

His eyes opened, instantly alert and shocking yellow. He hadn’t been sleeping, and I couldn’t imagine how he’d been comfortable. 

Instinctively, I took a step back from him. “Sorry to disturb you. I wasn’t sure if you’d suffocated.”

“I like the heat.” The man smiled slow and lazy, his white teeth vivid against his dark skin. As he cast the blanket aside and unfolded, my old hunting instincts tensed. I’d known he was large, but I hadn’t expected his frame to be so muscular.

Taller than me. That was rare.

He radiated a predator’s energy that needled at too many parts of me. His coloring—yellow against black—and the carved shape of his body were exquisite.

His eyes felt like hands as they worked their way up to my nametag. “Valdís. Where’s that from?” 

“Scandinavia.” I’d been named for the lady of the dead, which most found morbid but was the highest compliment from my people. Another reason I didn’t talk about such things. “Can I get you anything, sir?”

Just standing next to him, the hairs at the back of my neck lifted. Some part was an unavoidable flush of attraction. With that body and those eyes, I couldn’t help myself.

The rest?

Primal response. This man was a hunter, and even relaxed into the leather seat, he represented such a physical threat that my suppressed powers stirred. If I stayed long enough, I’d be forced to respond. That would mean shattering my carefully maintained cool and risking the life I’d carved for myself. No man was worth that. No matter how much man he was.

And he was.

“Hmm.” He leaned in, forcing me to back away from his palpable body heat. “Just wondering how a stone-cold goddess like you ended up a stewardess.” He grinned a cat’s grin, pleased he’d figured me out, if that was what he’d done.

I went colder than usual but kept my mask. “Sorry, sir. I have to see to the other passengers.”

As I retreated to the galley, I could practically feel his gaze on my back. I pulled the curtain closed like I was draping myself in armor.

Retreat didn’t suit me. I fisted my hand and the hard ice in my blood seeped into my palm. I ached to draw it out into a spear and run across the frigid wastes like I had as a girl. No fear. No knowledge of anything else. I never would’ve let his challenge go unmatched. Things were different now.

With a sigh, I slipped the lumpy cube into the sink. I loved my life of travel, and warrior spirit or not, I could ignore one man for the few hours until landing. If I did anything else, I risked losing my self-control and my morals in one shot. I’d be the same cold, conscienceless killer I’d been before I discovered the outside world, and an ice storm over the Pacific wouldn’t go well for our flight.

Over the engine’s incessant roar, I caught footsteps approaching the galley. The steps were too heavy to be another attendant’s, but not heavy enough for the man with the cat-like grin. The curtain jangled aside.

The man in the crumpled Armani suit stepped in, closing the curtain behind him. He was the one who’d glared from his seat. He would’ve looked neat and stylish if not for the heat, but he had a frantic look in his eyes. Every one of my instincts screamed alarm.

“Is there water?” His voice sounded strained, but wasn’t that understandable under the circumstances?

I reached for the drink cart. As soon as my head was turned, a heart-stopping click sounded next to my ear.

“You’re one of them, aren’t you? Why are you here?” He pressed the gun barrel against my temple.

I’d known better. Now the plane was in danger. 

Perhaps he expected me to cower or cry, but my hunter’s blood roared. 

Ice spilled into my palms as the man fumbled for a way to tie me. His gun was a plastic composite that resisted cold. It would take too much power to be subtle, but I was too furious to care. How dare he endanger these people’s lives?

With a burst of energy, I filled the gun’s barrel with ice. The added weight sank his arm, and his eyes widened. There was no reason inside him, just crazed anger.

I knew the feeling. I stood straighter—a foot taller than him—and lifted my hands. I had to stop him before he hurt anyone, but as my fury rose, I sensed how close I was to the edge of insanity. “You need to calm down, sir.”

He was past the point of talking. As I reached for him, he reached behind his belt for a second gun. Was there no airport security?

My spear should’ve been instantaneous, but I was slow and out of practice. As the ice stretched in my hands, he raised his arm.

I couldn’t let him get the shot off.

Charging, I hip-checked him. We careened into the curtain, but he didn’t let go of the gun.

Bang.

The shot went just wide of me, punching through the cabin ceiling. It took me a moment to realize the air pressure leak wasn’t the source of the screaming. The passengers had every right to be upset.

I’d landed on the man in a crouch. One ice spear pinned his chest to the ground with a second ready in my hand. Icy mist wafted around me, and the man’s blood froze to the carpet.

Even in death, insanity burned behind his eyes. I couldn’t find pity, and I couldn’t regret what I’d done. If I had to sacrifice my secret for a few hundred lives, it was well worth it, but…

I uncrouched, still gripping my spear. My instincts said to run, but we were in the middle of the Pacific, five hours from L.A.

There was nowhere to hide.

White static boiled behind my eyes.

 

Panther

She came down the aisle like a gust off a glacier. Impossibly cool, with a badass swagger like she’d never get caught. Not many supers would use their power like that.

Dead sexy too. Valdís had legs for years and I hadn’t been kidding about the goddess part. I got stuck in those electric blue eyes. They were wolf’s eyes in color, and in spirit.

Bang.

The gunshot ripped me out of my daydreams.

Fuck me. I was supposed to be watching for trouble, not fantasizing about the mile-high club.

Valdís tumbled out of the galley with the gunman. She landed with savage grace, jamming a four-foot icicle into his chest.

He didn’t have a chance.

The passengers started to panic, but all I could do was stare. Her eyes glowed, and she’d conjured a second ice-spear mid-flight.

Damn. 

Even if she hadn’t body-slammed a madman, I wouldn’t have gotten off the plane without her number.

But I was going to catch serious shit for letting this get out of control. I blamed the heat. It reminded me so much of home I’d gone lethargic, and I was going to pay for the lapse.

Valdís looked ready for a second kill, and since it was my fault her cover was blown, I had to see to the mess. I strode down the aisle but slowed at her gaze.

Her intensity froze me halfway.

I had to check myself. I was bigger than her, stronger, and a fully inducted member of the Manhattan Ten, the baddest hero crew in operation.

Underneath her glare, all of it fell away.

This girl would kick the shit out of me.

My crew and I had taken out super-sociopaths so scary powerful I couldn’t sleep at night. I’d seen soulless men who drowned in their abilities.

Valdís wasn’t quite there, but she was knocking on the door, at least in terms of sheer back-the-fuck-up warrior spirit. She stood over a dead man, in a pool of the passengers’ fear, and her eyes rolled.

No fear there. Goddamn if she wasn’t looking for an exit. I wouldn’t put it past her to jump.

It was time to get the situation under control. I lifted my hands and took a few slow steps. Despite the fact I was supposed to be a badass, my pulse moved. “Valdís? You okay there?”

After one more killer glare, she blinked.

Ignoring the body at her feet and the killer tension in the cabin, her automated flight attendant response kicked into gear. “The fasten seatbelt sign is on, sir. Please return to your seat.”

All that tension pricked like a bubble. Couldn’t help it. Had to laugh.

The sound must’ve kicked her back out of shock. She finally took a good look at the dead guy.

“Shit.” Valdís melted her ice spear in a puff of frigid mist.

Cool trick.

“Why don’t we sit down?” I wanted to get her out of sight before the cavalry arrived. I was surprised they hadn’t already. You’d figure, gunshot on a plane, someone would get interested.

She shot me a cold eye-roll. Why would I want to sit down? Pretty composed after killing a guy, and I was impressed. “Let me take care of your friend there. You just saved the plane.” I said the last a little louder than necessary, just in case anyone was confused. I could see how they might mistake her as the attacker.

“Panther?” A man peeked over his seatback, and some of the other passengers turned my way. Whispered relief breathed through the cabin.

If I’d already been spotted, I could turn the situation my way. “Sorry everyone. My partner and I have everything under control.” I snagged an in-flight blanket and tossed it over the body. Valdís still looked like she was contemplating a jump, so I grabbed her shoulder and steered her back to my seat.

Her muscles tensed, but she let me lead her. Probably would’ve ripped off my hand if she didn’t want to go where I was headed.

When she finally sat down, the warrior spirit drained away. Not all of it—I doubt she could lose it all if she tried—but enough that worry pinched the corners of her eyes. “What am I supposed to do about that? I’ll be fired. Jailed.”

“I’d think the airlines would want a super stewardess, wouldn’t you?”

“Flight attendant.”

I grinned under that frigid gaze. “Sounds like you need a career change.”

“Back to wrestling.” She sighed and sank deeper in the chair.

I had to wonder. What kind of wrestling? 

Later. I gave her my best smile.

“Ever want to be a super hero?”


Chapter Two

Ivory

They should’ve put me in handcuffs as soon as we landed, but Panther, if that really was his name, pulled more strings than a seamstress.

As soon as we touched down in Los Angeles, FAA, TSA and a million other acronyms were on the scene. They removed the body and interviewed a few witnesses but never approached me. A few words from Panther, and the men in suits nodded and left us alone. All I could do was pace the galley and wait for them to clear the plane. 

As much as I didn’t want to be charged, the phrase “miscarriage of justice” came to mind. How could I kill a man, even an armed one, in front of a plane full of witnesses and walk away without so much as a questioning?

Clearly I was dangerous. I’d come close to the edge, letting out my powers and instincts. Something in Panther had drawn me back, but my calm was shaken. A few moments more and I might’ve snapped. Permanently. The ice inside me jumped, pushing to get free now that it saw an outlet. It hadn’t been this bad in years.

“Ready to go?” Panther flexed his massive shoulders. 

“Go where?” I’d been too distracted to listen to his tale about heroes.

“Told you I was recruiting you.” He gestured for me to precede him down the aisle, but I folded my arms. I didn’t want him where I couldn’t see him. He smiled and walked ahead. “Come on. We’ve got a flight to New York.”

“This is madness.”

“This is Sparta.”

“We’re in Los Angeles.” What was wrong with this man? “And why are we going to New York?”

His broad shoulders shook with laughter. “Don’t go to many movies, do you?”

“Answer the question.” I had no plans to follow him anywhere. If I wasn’t going to jail, I needed to put myself back together.

“Our organization’s called the Manhattan Ten. You’ve heard of us, yes?” 

“Yes.” They appeared in the news often enough, but I wasn’t interested in such things. I tended toward travel magazines when I had a moment to read.

“Right now we only have nine on the roster. After all that, I think you’d make an excellent number ten.”

“No.” I did have a life of my own, as hellish as it would be now. Returning to my routine was the only way I’d get out of the danger zone. “I’m going home right after I speak with the authorities.” We neared the exit, but the door opened to a set of rolling stairs instead of the passenger bridge. 

“I told them you were working with us to get you out of trouble.” Panther froze in the portal. His frame blocked the airfield, but not the roar of activity outside. “There’s no going back.” He descended the steps.

It took all my courage to follow him. Officials swarmed the runway, ushering terrified passengers into a secure area. News vans and copters teemed just outside the protected airspace. The telephoto lenses were tangible on my skin.

They had pictures and eyewitness accounts, and Panther was right. I couldn’t go back in the middle of the storm. Not to my apartment, and certainly not to my homeland. My mother would execute me on sight for revenge, and to absorb my powers into her own. I hadn’t spoken to her since I stole to the south, but leaving the tundra—especially in secret—was a traitor’s action. My absence would be a perpetual source of shame to the family.

I couldn’t go back. Ever. A homecoming would be pride-swallowing at best and deadly at worst. To save myself from that, I could follow this man’s lead. Things would cool down eventually.

Panther waited at the bottom of the stairs. All the officials looked our way, but Panther waved and strode past their blockades, heading toward the sleek G6 that idled nearby.

It couldn’t really happen like this. Certainly it couldn’t be so easy.

I followed him into the private jet. It was better than anything I’d ever flown in, with custom leather seats so large that he and I both fit like regular passengers without folding in half.

He took the seat across from me and smiled his cat’s grin. “What kind of wrestling?”

“What?” His question knocked away the feeling that this wasn’t happening to me.

“You said you’d have to go back to wrestling.”

“Nothing you need to know about.” It was a woman’s league in Slovakia. A tight, dirty little gym for the desperate. Those had been the dark years, before I’d adjusted to modern life, and I didn’t plan to share them with Panther. 

“Hmm.” He leaned against his headrest and again, I was struck by his size. His muscles weren’t for vanity. They’d been formed from hard use, and he moved with a fluid grace that showed he could put them to action. My younger self would’ve challenged him to a fight, but I’d grown wiser. I couldn’t be easy around him, especially when I was so off-center.

“Don’t open up much, do you?”

“I’m being functionally kidnapped.” He’d gotten me out of a bad situation, but now I was at his mercy, and I didn’t like being out of control in any sense. One loss could lead to another.

“I’m making good for getting you into trouble. That was my mark you stabbed with the icicle.”

“You were tracking that man?”

He must’ve heard the disdain in my voice. If he’d been responsible for that, then I doubted his eyesight, let alone his abilities as a super hero. 

“I know. Not a very good job. But there was this gorgeous stewardess—”

“Flight attendant.” I gritted my teeth. He was unbelievable. “And why were you letting such a dangerous man wander around my plane?”

“I was tracking him to find out who he was meeting in L.A.” Panther pulled back his smile for a moment of seriousness. “Our information suggested he was stable unless he was around supers. I’m guessing he noticed your contribution to the air conditioning. ”

I cursed my carelessness. Panther had figured me out on the plane.

“I’ll take the flak for letting the guy out of my sight. Your actions were all justified. Though you did beast out on us.”

I’d never heard that expression, but I didn’t disagree. My warrior hadn’t slipped in ages, and it felt dangerously good to give her rein. 

That was the problem. 

Now my powers were that much closer to the surface, and they wanted out. Willpower kept me solid, but without a few weeks of yogic meditation, I’d be a time bomb. Best case, I’d call down an unseasonal summer blizzard or turn a few innocents into ice cubes. 

Worst?

I’d be a full-time raging warrior woman. With the power came a lack of…peripheral vision was the nice way to say it. I’d be nothing but a frigid huntress, fixated on my prey at the expense of all else. Then it wouldn’t be just a few innocents to worry about.

“That whole rage thing happen often?”

“What about you?” I was tired of answering all the questions, and as dangerous as I was, Panther didn’t look like any saint.

“Now and again.” Panther’s grin reappeared. His canines pointed a bit more sharply than standard. Not enough to be deadly, but enough to recall my first impression of him. This man was a hunter. “It’s good to let off steam.”

“What is your power?”

Panther lifted one of his dinner-plate hands and wicked claws emerged from his fingertips. “Technically it’s a jaguar thing. My tribe used to be in with the Mayans, but there are only a few of us left.”

His liquid yellow eyes glittered, and I reminded myself to keep cold. Perhaps he’d understand me better than I thought. I had my own tribal worries, but that was the life I’d left behind.

I’d already hinted too much. Instead of revealing anything more, I closed my eyes. Both of us knew I couldn’t sleep under the circumstances, but it kept Panther from asking anything else.

In New York, a helicopter waited on the runway. After so many hours in flight, I was eager to get to our destination, wherever that was. My skin would always be flawless, but I craved a shower.

A short trip later, we perched on a skyscraper’s helipad. Panther offered me a hand down, but I leaped without him. I was quite capable on my own.

A woman waited for us at the rooftop doorway. Once we were inside and the helicopter’s noise muffled, she offered a firm handshake. 

“Lovely to meet you, Ivory.” She was curvy and probably Latina, with dark hair and warm brown eyes without a threat in them. “I’m Angel. Welcome to the tower.”

“My name is Valdís.” I frowned at Panther. “And I’m not sure I’ve gotten a good explanation…”

“¡Pendejo!” She swatted Panther with a manila folder. “Go see Tank. I’ll take care of your mess. Again.”

“Mi princessa.” Panther blew her a kiss, winked at me and disappeared down the stairs.

“I’m sorry about him.” Angel sighed. “We’re still figuring out what happened, so you must feel caught in a whirlwind. In any case, it’ll be a relief to have a woman on the team.”

“You’re a hero?” I followed her down the steps. “You don’t seem…”

“Like a super hero?” She tapped her temple. “Super brain. Mostly photographic memory. I’d call myself a glorified manager, but the boys insist I’m part of the team, even if I don’t do the field work.”

We entered an elevator lobby, but Panther was long gone. Angel punched the button.

“And Ivory?” I was sluggish from such a long day and tapping into my powers after so long. I felt like I’d missed several things I shouldn’t have.

“Ah.” Angel hugged her folder. “The media caught the story and your picture. They’re calling you Ivory.” The door pinged and I followed her inside, wondering how so much had changed so quickly. “We can start a PR counter if you’d rather push your real name, but the public loves naming newfound supers. It would be hard to unstick.”

“Ivory’s fine.” I didn’t plan to associate with their group long enough for it to become permanent.

“Wonderful.”

I expected the doors to open to another lobby, but instead they revealed a penthouse with floor to ceiling Manhattan views. Elegant surfaces of chrome, leather and glass furnished the room and choice Ansel Adams photographs hung on the walls. 

They weren’t prints.

“Sixteen will be your exclusive floor.” Angel handed me the folder. “I gathered you information on the basics, with access codes to the relevant data on our intranet. You can key your door closed, but there’s no need. It’s totally secure, and the boys will respect your privacy. The main offices are on three, and I’m on seven if you need anything. I had the fridge stocked and—”

“I’m sorry.” I had to stop her. “I have no plans to stay permanently.”

“Oh.” Angel’s face fell a little, and I regretted it, but this was all too much and faster than the G6. “We thought otherwise, but it’ll be a few days before this blows over, so we’ll have time to talk it out. In the meantime, make yourself comfortable. You must be exhausted.”

That much was certain.

She moved for the elevator. “Ring zero for the concierge if you need anything. We’ll sit down with Tank tomorrow and figure everything out.” She shot me a wistful smile as she stepped into the elevator. “And I hope you change your mind about staying. From what I’ve heard, you’d love it here.”

“Thank you for your help.” 

She waved and the doors closed. Why I’d want to meet with “Tank”, I wasn’t sure.

I wanted to collapse on the spot, but I couldn’t feel at ease in such a strange environment. A sweep of the space didn’t make me feel much better.

It was an entire floor of luxury furnishings and chrome. The parts done in white were exactly to my taste—they reminded me of home in a good way—but Angel had meant the entire floor. It was nothing like my cramped flat in Amsterdam, and a world away from the tents where I’d been raised.

What did this cost?

And what kind of people had I landed with?

 

Panther

Tank’s thoughts hit me as soon as we touched down on the helipad.

What did you do, Pan?

On the way, Boss. Don’t make me look like any more of a tool in front of our recruit.

I could hear the eye roll in his mental voice. Hurry up.

I didn’t want to leave Valdís, or Ivory, if that was what we were going with, but she was on the verge of ice-skewering me and would be in better hands with Angel. 

Tank sat in his big oil baron chair, waiting for me, though he could’ve interrogated me from wherever.

“I like to do my interrogating in person.” He leaned on his desk. “What the hell happened?”

“Dropped the ball hard.” The plan was perfect until Ivory hit the first-class cabin. “Our ice girl leaked some power and the mark picked it up. Went ballistic. She took him down rock star style.” I replayed the scene in my mind for Tank’s benefit.

Tank’s eyes glazed as he relived the moment. “Damn. We could use a fighter like that.”

“Right? I want her.” I’d never seen a woman with that kind of fight, and I wanted to see more. 

“I can see that. Less projection.”

“Sorry, Boss.” I couldn’t help it. He must get all kinds of freaky shit in his head, reading minds around the guys and me.

“We’ll deal with her tomorrow. I’m more concerned that we lost our lead.”

“I’ll hit the streets again. Maybe break Ivory in on some old-school investigation.”

“Do that. We’ve got five dead supers and we owe the community justice.”

“Agreed.” 

Tank dismissed me and I headed back to my floor. I might’ve stopped by Ivory’s but Angel hadn’t given me the number. She knew me too well.

Ivory was the only bright spot to come out of this clusterfuck. It was looking more and more like a super serial killer was out there, and I’d blown our best lead. 

I couldn’t beat myself up too much over the guy’s death. He was a card-carrying anti-super, and there’d always be people who feared us or hated our power, but most of us busted our asses keeping the world safe for those kinds of assholes.

But with him went his contacts. We needed to find out who was organizing the anti-super sentiment into cold-blooded murder, or the next victim could be one of our own. 


Chapter Three

Ivory

After a few hours of fitful sleep, I got up and made coffee. Expensive coffee. Angel hadn’t lied about stocking the kitchen.

Crossing time zones always unsettled my internal clock, but this was a new low. It was so much travel I couldn’t remember what time I wanted it to be.

The bed was lush, but too soft for my tastes, and the penthouse had a stale, unlived-in aura that jarred. I couldn’t relax.

Nor should I have, given what had happened. I clicked on the nearest plasma television with an apprehension of dread.

The news ticker at the bottom of the screen flashed bombing in the Middle East and flooding in Thailand, but the airplane shooting in Los Angeles was the main event.

Or I was.

IVORY plastered the screen in bold letters with a disturbingly accurate list of known facts about my past. They’d only unearthed the recent history, and that was all they’d find, but it was bad enough.

My stomach churned when the old wrestling pictures flashed into their photomontage. I looked like an Amazon in laced knee-high boots, with flowing blonde hair. Desperate days.

Why did the world care?

I couldn’t imagine until the Manhattan Ten propaganda entered the coverage. That was the full headline. IVORY: THE M-10 AGAIN!

The man who’d died seemed not to matter. A new super hero was born.

Only I wasn’t super, and I hadn’t been asked.

Frost formed at my fingertips. I shook it off, but I needed to meditate or kill something, and I hated being so on edge that the latter came to mind.

“It was terrifying.” The eyewitness’s face was blurred, but I recognized little Madeline’s mother. “The gunshot just missed her, but she wrestled that man to the ground. We didn’t know what was happening, and she was so intense…but she saved us all.”

I was surprised she thought so. Last I’d seen of her, she was holding Madeline away from me like I was a rabid bear.

I was contemplating a call to the concierge about local yoga studios when a doorbell rang from the elevator. Angel exited with several hangers of clothes swathed in dry-cleaning plastic. 

“Good morning. I would’ve had these to you last night, but there wasn’t time to have the tailoring done.” She set the clothes over a sofa back. “Did you sleep well?”

The plastic hid an assortment of expensive clothes in various styles all cut to fit a woman of my height. Not easy to find under the best of circumstances.

Did this woman ever sleep? 

“Everything is fine. Thank you for taking so much of your time.”

“It’s nothing.” Angel perched on the sofa arm. “I’m still hoping I can convince you to stay.”

“You mentioned a meeting with Tank?” After all of the news coverage, I’d gathered he was the M-10’s leader. I needed to speak to some kind of authority figure.

“Any time you’re ready.”

She waited while I went off to change. The selection was excellent, and all my size. If the whole team were as large as Panther, she’d have to know where to find the big and talls. I picked a pencil skirt, which would’ve fit me as a mini if it were a regular woman’s size, and a soft white cashmere sweater. I considered slipping back into my uniform shoes, but if we were among supers, it was better to be comfortable.

And more alert. It was easier to sense my surroundings when vibrations could travel through my toes. Angel didn’t bat an eye at bare feet. She did live with Panther and a tower of other unknown supers. I doubted much would trigger her shock reflex.

The elevator deposited us on the third floor, and I was the one in for a shock. I’d expected the offices to be more like a police station, where each super had his own desk on the floor.

This was a regular corporate operation, with buzzing workers, low-walled cubes and a real water-cooler. The workers didn’t pay me special attention, but I regretted the bare feet instantly. These were no supers. “What do they do?”

“It surprises everyone who sees it.” Angel smiled and led me into the warren. “Most are PR. We need a lot of that, as you can imagine. After that, we’re a regular business. We’ve got groups managing cases, technology, licensing and finances. Even a fan-mail team.”

She paused before knocking on the door to the corner office. Its nameplate read THINKTANK, which seemed a silly thing to emboss on a door. “Fair warning, he’s a mind-reader. He won’t be invasive, but he can’t really help himself.”

The door opened. Some fair warning. If I’d had anything I wanted to hide, it was much too late. 

Tank sat in a massive chair on the other side of a larger desk. He was a big man, not near Panther’s size, but solid. And dangerous. He wore a suit that couldn’t hide fighter’s muscles, and his nose had been broken more than once. 

“Valdís. I’m sorry for all of the hassle.” He stood and offered a firm handshake. “You’ve gotten tangled into our operation.”

“I killed a man. I was expecting more than a hassle.” Heroes or not, it bordered criminal that I’d walked away. 

“Good answer.” He gestured for me to sit. “Would you send us in some water, Angel? Our Ivory’s thirsty.”

I took the chair, but my guard rose. Our Ivory? I might’ve been thirsty, but he could’ve given Angel the request silently. This was a demonstration. Or he was testing me.

“A little, but not for the reasons you think.” He leaned back in his chair. “You passed the test on the plane. I know you’re hesitant, but you’d make a great addition to our team.”

I didn’t much like him responding to my internal dialogue, but at least he’d know how serious I was. “I like a quiet life. I’m not the fighter I used to be.”

“Why didn’t you wear your shoes?”

My toes curled against the carpet. If this was non-invasive, I wanted to see what was. I could practically feel him tearing through the layers of my past. All the endless snows and hunts, and the pressure to live up to Mother’s expectations. The cruise ship I’d spotted, and the near-death beating I’d received after asking where it came from. Since I escaped, I’d been battling to control my powers and play human. 

Tank had to know I’d hate anything that put me in jeopardy of losing that. I couldn’t return to such a cold, narrow world, where curiosity was punished and the universe ended at the edge of the horizon.

A door-knock saved me from any more dark thoughts.

“Morning, Boss.” Panther glided into the room with a ready smile, his skin like dark chocolate. I wanted to touch and see if it was as smooth as it looked. My fingertips tingled.

Tank’s brows twitched.

I had to check myself. 

Panther was a temptation I didn’t need. One that would break everything I’d built. And one I didn’t want Tank reading from my mind.

Maybe Panther sensed the tension in the air. His grin broadened and he set a glass of water in front of me before throwing a leg over the second chair. “So did he convince you to join forces yet?”

“No.” The sooner I got out, the sooner I could find some normalcy. I left the water where it was. I didn’t dare extend a hand Panther’s way, lest I feel the heat of him.

Tank’s eyebrows lifted. “Normalcy isn’t in the cards. The press has you, and new supers always captivate them for a minimum of a few weeks. Since you’re tied to us, think months.”

He must’ve heard my internal groan.

“We take full responsibility. Or Pan does. You’re going to have to stay with us if you want to avoid a frenzy. In the meantime, we’d like you to do a trial run and help patch up the mission.”

“If I don’t want to?”

“You’re welcome to stay or go. We won’t keep you against your will.”

“Did you tell her about the case?” Panther’s amusement fell away.

“What case?” I’d been puzzled why they’d follow such a man. Surely there were better ways for supers to track a regular human.

“It’s an unusual situation. Go ahead, Pan.”

“We’ve got a killer or killers targeting supers.” Panther’s claws flashed out as he gripped his armrests. “There’ve been four murders so far. Two in L.A. and two in Houston. All four were supers, but we can’t figure the connection. The guy we were following was part of one of the more liberal anti-super groups. He wasn’t behind it, but we thought he was meeting with whoever was.”

“They sent you to be incognito?” Panther was anything but inconspicuous.

“He hadn’t seen me yet.” He flashed the white smile that was so brilliant against his skin. I supposed a man-panther could hide if anyone could.

“But how were they killed?” It seemed like a case for local law enforcement. Muggings, perhaps.

“We thought as much until the third killing,” Tank responded to my thought again. “We still would, but three of the four were certified badasses. No normal human could’ve taken them down.”

“They all died of multiple stab wounds, but we’ve never seen a weapon. It’s spooky.” Panther leaned on his chair arm. “Don’t you want to help investigate?”

His description reminded me of something, but I shooed it away. It was unfortunate for the supers being targeted, but I wanted nothing to do with this. They could resolve it without me.

“That’s your choice. But we do have a small blip to deal with because of your involvement.” Tank kept his voice casual, but the hairs on the back of my neck rose. It screamed contrived.

“What blip?”

“The authorities think you’re working with us. As long as you are, we can keep you out of their hands. If you’re not…”

So much for not keeping me against my will. The frost bunched in my palms. “What do you expect me to do?”

“A simple press event—” Tank began.

“You’re not really selling it, Boss. It’s a party. Meet the rest of the team, wave to the press. Free drinks. Hors d’oeuvres.”

I wasn’t sure which part of it made me more furious. I settled with the obvious. “You’re going to have a party while you have a murderer running free?”

“A press event,” Tank said.

“And I’m to lie and say I’m joining your crime-fighting squad?”

“For your own protection, yes.”

Some party.

Before my huntress jumped the desk and speared him, I stood. Tank was right that I couldn’t go back to my regular life, but he didn’t have to spin me around under the guise of keeping me protected. I would’ve told him what I thought, but he already knew.

“I’ll go, but I’m not staying.”

Panther grinned, Tank nodded. Icicle-finger-tipped, I stormed from the room.

No matter what, I wouldn’t be caged.

 

Panther

“Amazing energy.” I stretched out in my chair after Valdís left in a cloud of frigid, furious mist. The cashmere hugged her Amazonian curves, and those bare toes of hers were dead sexy. When she was that angry, her killer aura took over the room. She kept it controlled but she was a claw’s breadth from snapping, and I wanted to see what would happen when she did.

“You can’t imagine.” Tank finally relaxed. “That’s one powerful, deeply disturbed woman.”

“What did you see?”

“Felt, mostly. She’s so cold inside she burns.”

I straightened in my chair. “Are you interested?” 

“No.” Tank shook his head. “You shouldn’t be either, but it’s late for that.”

With that mind-blowing body and killer personality, Ivory was worth a crush. And wasn’t the name perfect for her?

“Is that what it is?” Tank tilted his head.

Hate it when you soul-search, Boss.

“Sorry. But be honest. You shouldn’t get involved with her, especially if she’s going to work with us. She has deep family issues.”

That I could relate to. I’d admit I was paying more attention to her than I had to any other woman I could remember, but it was rare to find such a fine slice of Eskimo pie. Of course I appreciated it. That was all.

“If you say so.” Tank shook his head. “Just don’t let her stab—shit.”

“What?” I tensed.

Tank palmed his face. “I’ve got terrorists and murder plots to wrangle. You brought her here, you deal with it. Hallway.”

More curious than worried, I followed the sounds of chaos.

Angel had Cyclone by the arm, and he was trying to struggle away, though not hard enough he’d hurt her. His hand was a solid cube of ice. “I offered a friendly handshake—”

“You were being a perv, Cyc.” Angel pushed him toward the elevator. “Go to medical and get melted.”

“But she—”

“Go.” Angel was so sweet she could’ve been a cupcake, but you didn’t argue with her. She ran everything, and she would make your life hell if you got on her bad side. 

Cyclone sulked into the elevator.

“What did he do?”

“Lame pick-up line.” Angel rolled her eyes. “I think she would have let it slide, but then he started showing off his powers. I would’ve done the same under the circumstances.”

“Where’d she go?” 

“To her room. I’d go check, but we’re slammed today…what?”

“I suppose I could go make sure she wasn’t bothered.” Cyc couldn’t touch her, but I wanted to make sure she didn’t feel too betrayed by the press party. It was a necessary evil. And I happened to have glimpsed her floor number.

“Just don’t upset her anymore. I need to get one woman on this squad of beast men.”

“Don’t worry. I’m recruiting heavily.” I shot her a wink.

“Ay, Dios mío.” She walked away, wiping her hands of me, though she’d have something to say if I screwed this up.

I was grasping for reasons to see Ivory, considering how pissed she was, but that cold fire of hers was too compelling. I wanted to touch it and see if it really did burn.

Maybe she’d snap, but I wouldn’t mind seeing the warrior woman again. Ivory was way too uptight.

A peace offering might ease my way. I headed for the kitchen.


Chapter Four

Ivory

All of them were crazy. Ice crusted my fingers. If Angel hadn’t stopped me, I would’ve frozen that drittsekk Cyclone into a full cube.

I wanted to run, but instead I escaped to the roof. Two things kept me from disappearing and I wasn’t sure which was the stronger bond. I’d told Tank I’d attend his pony show and I didn’t break my word. Except this time, I might’ve if not for the news vans.

Half a dozen reporters with cameramen waited outside the building. More casual-looking paparazzi milled around the lines of fans with posters and M-10 T-shirts.

Perhaps some of them were there for me, but it seemed like a permanent station. As if the M-10 were always in the news.

If I walked out, they’d follow me. And where would I go? The media had me, and who was to say there wasn’t a similar fleet of news vans waiting on my stoop?

Sacrificing my present was one thing. The media would never find the way into my past, but with my picture plastered everywhere, my past could always find its way to me.

My family had never had television or electricity, and wandering the northern wastes didn’t put them near very many towns, but there was always a chance…

Channeling my anger and fear, I let the emotions pool in my hands. I drew out the ice spear in one moment, as fast, as aggressive as I ever had on the hunt.

With a soul-deep scream, using every muscle I had, I hurled the spear at a wall. A spectacular crash sounded as the ice dusted against concrete. The shards’ vibrations tickled my toes. 

I felt slightly better, but every use of my power was a delicate dance. Using a little took the edge off but tempted me to use more. 

Instead of giving in, I climbed on top of the waist-high safety barrier and perched for some moments, looking over the city as I searched for inner balance. Up so high, the sounds faded. When I closed my eyes the only noise was the wind whipping between skyscrapers. The air tasted of gasoline and donut shops and of the millions of people that swarmed the city. I wouldn’t mind being in New York if I could take to the streets and experience it, but when I did open my eyes, the crowds below were pointing and the cameras trained my way.

I fled before they could summon a news copter.

Inside was stuffy in comparison, but I felt a bit more in control when I punched the button for the sixteenth floor.

The door pinged open and the calm shattered.

Panther sprawled on the living room sofa with the remote. Food smells wafted from the kitchen, and the TV blared its recently live coverage of me on the edge of the building.

“Find your center?” Panther rolled onto his belly, fixing me with a stare.

“I thought my privacy would be respected.” My hard-earned peace was already frayed. I shouldn’t have left my room, but I’d have gone crazy if I was trapped inside.

“It is.” He rolled all the way up, flexing his muscles like a cat. “I brought you lunch as an apology for Cyclone.”

“I don’t accept secondhand apologies.” Cyclone owed me one himself.

“Then I’m sorry for getting you tangled in this.” He clicked the TV off. “Would you like to have lunch with me?”

It was harder to throw him out when he was playing polite, and whatever he’d popped in the oven smelled delicious. “Very well.”

“You won’t be disappointed.” 

As he moved about the kitchen, I perched on one of the barstools. Who would have guessed Panther could cook? Watching him move was another type of buffet. His deadly grace captivated my gaze. My tribesmen could be physically imposing, but Panther was a mountain of honed and toned muscle. He was like no man I’d ever met.

Donning a pair of oven mitts that barely squeezed over his hands, Panther removed a tray of french fries from the oven. “Rosemary.” He shook them into the waiting bowl. “And for any other woman, I’d work my grill mojo, but for you…” He uncovered a tray I hadn’t seen. “Steak tartare.”

A raw egg yolk garnished each circle of chopped pink meat. My mouth watered. There were so few socially acceptable ways to eat uncooked beef…it was a risk for Panther, serving such a thing to someone he didn’t know.

But maybe he knew me better than I wanted.

“Pegged you for a carnivore.” His panther-eyes glowed yellow. “Plus some grease for the beast.” He popped a fry into his mouth.

I might’ve feigned distaste, but the meal looked too delicious. Instead, I took the offered plate. “Thank you.”

Panther took the next barstool and we both dug in. Fresh herbs seasoned the meat and I closed my eyes to savor the taste, but Panther didn’t mean to let me enjoy myself in silence.

“What’s with all the self-denial? You need to let loose.”

“Excuse me?” He didn’t know me that well.

He swirled a fry in ketchup and fixed me with a warm smile. The expression was much too intimate. “Unwind. You should let the badass warrior woman out more often. She’s hot.”

“I like control.” Though at the moment, I was trying my best not to bend my fork in half. “Letting loose is the last thing I need to do. Not that it’s your concern.”

“But I want it to be.” Panther stretched out, giving me the full view of his long frame. Half-invitation and half-challenge, his heated look hit all my buttons. 

Including the danger button. The frigid haze that signaled my descent into warrior mode hovered at the edge of my vision. 

He was too much. “You obviously have no problem letting your beast out.”

“I am the beast.” He flashed his claws, not to threaten, but to display. “We’re one and the same. Isn’t that how it is for you, Ice Princess? You can’t suppress that part of yourself forever.”

“That’s not how it works.” He was a panther man, part animal to begin with. I was from an ice tribe. Maybe I was no less wild, but outside of the tundra, I could play human.

“If you say so.” Panther took another bite of the tartare, flashing pointed canines. “Need a hairdryer?”

“What?”

“To thaw out.”

I didn’t even need to look. The ice had spilled out of my palms. It gave me icicle fingernails and frosted the countertop in white.

So much for control.

I drew the cold inward until the counter was clean and none of the evidence of my latest slip-up remained. “You can see yourself out.”

I left the dishes and once again retreated from Panther, this time to the relative safety of my borrowed bedroom. He was under my skin, and I didn’t trust myself with all of his needling.

What did he want from me?

The warrior in me bubbled much too close to the surface. Panther would be in for a spear to the belly if he didn’t pull back. Then he’d see why “letting loose” wasn’t a good idea.

I folded my legs, closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Meditation. My center was somewhere and I’d find it yet. Picturing the vast white Arctic, I sought calm.

Every time I came close, that pointed, panther smile intruded on my inner ice field. His heated predator’s gaze dared me.

To do what, I wasn’t sure.

The moment I gave in to any of the huntress’s urges was the moment I had to crawl home to my execution. I’d be a danger to every human around me, and assuming I could still remember that was bad, I could kill myself or let my mother do the job.

I’d kept the huntress clamped down for years, but Panther was too much temptation on too many levels. I could lose myself to a man like that.

 

 

Panther was gone and the kitchen was empty the next time I dared peek outside. Much longer in the heroes’ tower and I’d be timid as a vole.

An assortment of gowns spread over the sofa back. Most were sleek and shiny in pale colors cut for a woman of my height. Angel again.

I’d almost forgotten about the “party”. I wished I could forget again.

I chose a silvery Diane von Furstenberg from the pile. Its neckline dipped low, but the long lines would hide my bare feet. At least, I had every intention of going barefoot until I discovered the shoeboxes on the coffee table.

Manolo Blahnik. Chanel. Louis Vuitton.

It was a buffet of brands, and a miracle. Women’s size twelve?

They had to be custom, which made them even more extravagantly expensive. The M-10 could obviously afford it, but it sparked my unease. Maybe they thought throwing luxury frills my way would make me indebted.

With Tank, I expected mind games.

But…

Unless I was shopping for snowshoes, I’d never seen such a fitting assortment. It would be madness to pass up.

Armed with pale Chanel pumps, I was ready for the evening. Everything fit like it was tailored, and it must have been. I let my long platinum curls cascade past my shoulders, but so finely dressed, I looked naked without jewelry.

The women of my tribe might dress in skins and furs, but they knew how to decorate themselves. I reached for the memories as I reached for the cold inside me, and touching a long-rusted use of my power, spun out a string of ice diamonds.

I decked my ears and draped my neck. They glittered like the real things, though they were freezing to the touch. No one would get close enough to notice the difference.

The elevator dinged. Panther wouldn’t have bothered, so it couldn’t be him. My shoulders relaxed. I’d recovered my calm, but I couldn’t be too careful around him. “Yes?”

Angel stepped out in a curve-hugging black cocktail gown. “I’m so glad you’re ready. You look stunning and…are those diamonds?” She squinted. “But the molecular structure…”

I shouldn’t hope to fool a super brain. “Family secret.”

“I see.” Angel grinned. Clearly, she did see. “The boys are waiting downstairs, but I wanted to give you the option. We can ride together and make a group appearance or you and I can take a private car.”

All of them in one car would be too much to handle, but then again, I hadn’t met the whole roster. With the media frenzy an M-10 press event would stir, I didn’t want any surprises at the venue. Better to finish introductions early. “I’ll ride with your group.”

“Perfect.” Angel ushered me into the elevator. “The boys will be on their best behavior or they’ll hear it from me.”

I hoped she could deliver.

We traveled into the building’s bowels and a sprawling underground garage. Fancy foreign cars and remodeled American vintages took up the closest spots. Obviously not the employee parking lot. A massive stretch Hummer idled in the aisle, and its door opened as we approached.

Someone was already using his powers. I just hoped the night didn’t end with me using mine. I had to stay calm. Controlled. Appease the press. This would blow over and I’d be back to my apartment. Surely, I could find a job at another airline. 

Angel climbed in first and immediately began reseating. “You can’t sit next to her, Pan. No. Cyclone, to the back. Thunder, over here. Good.” When everything was to her liking, she peeked outside. “Ready, Ivory?”

As much as I would ever be. Though I did admire the way Angel dealt with the men.

I took a deep breath and stepped inside. It was a smorgasbord of leather and testosterone. Big men in expensive suits set off every one of my internal alarms. 

Not just men. Predators. 

Heroes with deadly powers. As soon as the door closed, I was trapped with them.

Panther caught my gaze first, his yellow eyes glowing. He whistled. “Damn.”

“Pan!” Angel tossed her clutch at him. He caught the bag before it smacked his face, and though he smiled, his gaze never left mine.

Suddenly I felt the breeze from the low neckline, and the ice diamonds chilled my warming skin. Stay calm.

“Thanks for joining us.” Tank nodded from his seat. “It will be painless. Canapés, cocktails and some glad-handing the press.”

If that was what he called painless. I shuddered. 

“Sit here.” Angel ushered me to the empty space between her and a hero I hadn’t yet met. “This is Thunder. He won’t annoy you.” 

“What an introduction.” The man gave a gentle eye-roll, but offered a hand. He sported neat blond curls and an impeccable green pin stripe suit that set off his eyes. “Pleasure. And stunning gown. DVF?”

“Angel chose it for me.” And seating charts seemed to be another of her talents. This Thunder was no less a danger than the others, but a heavy shellacking of civility polished his edges.

“Good eye, as usual.” Thunder nodded to Angel before returning his attention to me. “You haven’t met the crew?”

“Don’t be so charming,” Panther grumbled. Cyclone was his only company in the car’s far corner, and I was glad for the space from both of them. 

Not that I could breathe easily in such an assembly. “I haven’t been introduced.”

“Allow me.” Thunder grinned, his green eyes bright with amusement. “Panther is our cat man, though he seems to be in the doghouse at the moment. Has anyone warned you not to piss off Angel?”

Angel crossed her arms and muttered something in Spanish, obviously directed at Panther. I nodded. I had her measure already. She was sweet on the surface, but more than capable, and resolute as iron. If she could control a room of men like this, she was fearsome indeed.

“Smart lady. Cyclone does the wind, water and cheesy pick-up lines. Annihilator handles your full-scale destructions, though you can call him Nil.” I avoided eye contact with Cyclone, but “Nil” deserved a glance. He was a hulk of a man, not as tall as Panther, but broader and cloaked in a deadly aura that fit his name.

“Our fearless leader you know, and his shadow is Ruin. Red Ruin, with the lightning jazz hands.” The man with the so-called jazz hands flipped Thunder off, and a spark of red danced on the tip of his finger.

“Jet’s super fast. Great for picking up pizzas.” Jet scowled. His long black hair and chiseled cheekbones made his appearance haughty, but his aura vibrated with the speed that was his power.

Thunder continued. “And Steel? What do you do again?”

The blond grinned and flexed his impressive muscles. “I kick ass.”

“That’s our happy hero family,” Thunder said. “It’ll be nice to have some new blood.”

“This isn’t permanent.” It was important to keep that clear. Thunder could call it a family, but it was more like a pack of wolves, with every hunter’s eye trained in my direction. They’d find me no easy meat. My inner huntress ached to beat back their challenge. Yet another reason they were so dangerous. “I’ll be gone as soon as this blows over.”

“What if it doesn’t blow over?” Tank asked.

“It will. There are…places I can hide.” As well he knew with his mind-reading power. Maybe I couldn’t go home, but there were other icy wastelands where I could take sanctuary and wait things out.

“Screw that.” Panther’s outburst drew the attention away. “You were made for this.”

“For riding in large cars?” I shouldn’t have responded to Panther at all, but the more he spoke as if he knew me, the more I needed to correct him. Irritating cat man.

“For being a hero.” Claws slid from the tips of Panther’s fingers, slicing into the leather seat. “For being with us.”

“I was made to be a hunter.” The sight of his claws was reminder enough of that. Panther was exactly the kind of predator I liked to chase. “Unless you’re volunteering to be my next prey.”

Panther’s smile spread warm and slow, his over-pointed canines brilliant against dark skin. “You can hunt me anytime, Ivory.”

The pit of my stomach clenched. How his lithe black form would stand out against the snow and ice. He’d be large in panther form—his massive human size was proof enough of that—but he’d move with the same deadly grace in either shape. 

A worthy target. My fingers trembled, anticipating the draw of a spear.

Great Goddess, I wanted to hunt him. But not to spear him. Then what, when the hunt was done? A vision sprang unbidden—his naked body, glorious against a backdrop of white. Not snow, but feathered down.

Tank cleared his throat. “Can we tone down the show?”

I didn’t blush because I couldn’t, but a drop of water slid down my earlobe. I re-froze the ice diamond with a touch, but the droplet fell, slipping down the curve of my breast.

Panther trapped my gaze and his yellow eyes were as hot as the rainforest. I ached to respond to the challenge, but whether as a warrior or a woman, neither could be allowed. He burned so hot the first touch would liquefy everything I’d built.

Knowing that should’ve made it easier to stay away.

“Pan.” Tank clapped his hands to his temples. “Keep it PG.”

“Sorry, Boss.” Panther’s gaze never left mine. I could’ve sworn he purred.


Chapter Five

Panther

Ivory broke away from my gaze first. Maybe she could read what I was thinking. 

The dress hugged her curves like a second skin. I wanted it off her, and that body spread in front of me wearing nothing but ice diamonds.

And maybe the heels. Legs that long shouldn’t be street legal.

Not that I don’t appreciate the view. Tank’s voice cut through my fantasies. But you really want to be sharing this with me? Between the two of you I’m going to pop a hemorrhage.

What’s she thinking? Ivory was whispering something to Angel, but I couldn’t listen in and still follow Tank. The mental pictures trumped the whispers.

No chance. I might have to see, but I don’t share. Tank turned away. Just don’t jump each other until after the party.

No promises. Damn. Was I really getting to her?

I’d wanted her from moment one, but it had been a long time since a woman had captivated me like this. Or at all, beyond a one-night stand.

I ran my tongue across my teeth. The canines were too sharp for a human, though the days I’d had to hide were long gone. 

With Ivory around, my beast wanted out.

Judging from the other guys’ faces, I wasn’t the only one feeling the call. Tank and Ruin were in their own world talking tactics, but everyone else was either staring or stealing glances at the ladies. Angel looked hot, but apparently enough of us preferred our women cold.

Cyclone could stare all he wanted. He’d blown his chance and gotten iced. Thunder would charm her, and that was irritating, but he didn’t swing that way, so no threat from his corner.

Jet and Steel both stared openly. Jet might be too proud to make a move, but Steel wasn’t shy. By the shitty grin on his face, he was going to try something.

Nil stole some glances but wouldn’t do more than that. He could turn anything he touched into a pile of dust, including me, if he were so inclined. Didn’t mean he wasn’t interested, but he kept away from the ladies as a public service.

The Hummer eased to a stop in front of a glitzed-out Midtown hotel. Camera flashes spilled from the army of press held back by a flimsy velvet rope. Already they shoved, jockeying for better shots of the car and its blackened windows. Not to mention the throngs of uninvited fans waving M-10 banners. When they actually glimpsed Ivory, they’d go apeshit.

“This is larger than I was led to believe.” Ivory fixed her glacial glare on Tank.

Angel bit her lower lip as she flipped through her phone. “I think we underestimated the interest there’d be in a new female hero. And someone went public with the location.”

“It doesn’t matter how many people are here.” Tank moved for the door. “One of us will be with you at all times.” Any volunteers? His mental voice spoke only to me.

“Dibs.” 

Ivory scowled at my corner of the Hummer. 

“Good.” Tank’s hand rested on the door handle, but he fixed each one of us with a glare. “Happy faces. Let’s give enough of a show that they’re satisfied, but not so much of one that we’re making public apologies tomorrow.”

The crew nodded and mumbled their agreement. I was down, but Ivory was all coiled tension. She was way too tightly corked, and one pushy reporter might be enough to pop her top.

And that, I wanted to watch.

“Let’s roll.” Tank stepped out to a booming chorus of cheers. 

He offered his arm to Ivory, who sat closest to the door. When she stepped onto the red carpet, the crowd exploded and a growl slipped through my teeth.

Ivory was mine. Tank knew it. And you’re fucking baiting me, aren’t you?

He heard, but he didn’t respond. 

So much for my dibs. It had to be another one of his tests. Or punishment for blowing the mission and getting Ivory sucked into our shit. Or maybe because Tank wanted to prove exactly how territorial I was getting.

Fine. Fur rippled along my hands as my claws extended. It wasn’t by my will, but I wanted it. If I had to mark my territory, I could play that game.

The rest of the guys filtered out of the car. Thunder and Angel shot me simultaneous looks of disapproval as they stepped out.

“Don’t make a scene, Pan.” Angel straightened her dress. “You’ll scare her away.” She took Thunder’s arm and moved down the carpet, where everyone was assembling for a group shot.

Alone in the car, I stared at the pack of them as my muscles twitched and my body got ready for the change. There was a sweetness to the ache. It had been a while since my last shift, and Ivory was pushing me over the edge.

But Angel was right. This wouldn’t win her over.

Ass out here. Now. Tank’s smile didn’t falter in front of the cameras, but he wasn’t going to wait much longer.

I maneuvered my claws to straighten my lapels without shredding the suit. Deep breath, and I threw myself to the wolves.

 

Ivory

Camera flashes destroyed my vision. Tank steadied me, and though I hated to admit it, I needed the assistance. Everything in front of my eyes was white static.

I’d thought the worst was over, but Panther finally slunk over to complete the group. He looped an arm around my shoulder as he wedged in between Thunder and me in the back row of the photo line-up.

The cheers ratcheted up a decibel and flashes hit my retinas like one hell of a meteor shower. I didn’t even pretend to smile. It took all I had not to sprint for the car. This was much too much exposure.

A physical threat would’ve been nothing. I’d fight anything that attacked and be glad for the chance to swing my spear. But the press?

Impale a reporter and I’d be in prison with no more of the M-10’s immunity. Even they had to placate the media. It was why I’d agreed to this, but now that I’d seen the level of intensity…there was no way I was going home without a pack of paparazzi. I couldn’t afford to have my face advertised like this.

Panther patted my shoulder, sparking another wave of flashes. “Relax. I’ll be your bodyguard for the evening.”

“How reassuring.” I barely moved my lips. 

His arm around my shoulder wasn’t reassuring at all. I’d been trying to ignore his body heat, but the more he spoke, the harder that became. Even through his suit sleeve, I felt his tight muscles. Where his palm touched my shoulder…

Goose bumps.

I could run the tundra barefoot. I did not get goose bumps. Never had.

His flesh against mine and I was undone. So much temptation to tear into him any way I could.

A purring noise vibrated from Panther’s throat, and I couldn’t help but respond to the sound with a shiver. His lengthened canines jutted past his smile. Clearly enjoying himself.

My palms itched. I either had to launch a spear or wrap my legs around him and have at it. Both of those were equally damning, and before I snapped, I shot a thought at Tank. Are we done here?

“Let’s head inside.” Tank’s reply was made aloud to all. It was too soon to relax, but that was one less hurdle.

A hotel representative led us through the lobby and into a conference space. Sandwiched between Tank and Panther, I was close to suffocating.

Folding chairs crowded the floor and started to fill as soon as we passed the door. Tank steered us for a dais where the raised table laden with microphones would put us in full view of all assembled. 

Food smells wafted from close by, and behind the growing buzz of conversation, I could make out the clank of pans in the kitchen. That would be for the party, and I prayed this little press conference didn’t last long. 

Deep breaths. I could stay calm enough to make it to the canapés.

Tank and I ascended the steps as the rest of the group was ushered into another room. Apparently it was my moment to shine.

Just glorious.

Of course Panther refused to be pulled away with the others. He grabbed a folding chair and tromped up the steps after us, placing himself on the other side of Tank.

Tank glared Panther’s way and probably gave a matching mental warning, but he didn’t share the words with me. The cat man grinned, with more malice in it than his usual humor. “I called dibs.” Tension hummed between them. 

I wanted a new seat. Preferably one in the parking garage.

The reporters weren’t quite settled, but luckily the ones who were wanted to get started. Tank lifted a hand, cutting the first wave of questions. “I’d like to keep this brief. Ivory’s involved in an ongoing investigation and we can’t reveal the details at this time. Suffice it to say we’re happy to have her on our side.” A few people chuckled. “We’ll take a few formal questions before the social.”

The reporters jumped from their seats. Loudest was a woman in the first row. “Panther. What’s your relationship with Ivory?”

He leaned forward, giving everyone a front-row view of his elongated incisors. “We’re partners.”

Somehow he injected those two words with so much heat that everyone had an intimate idea of our “partnership”. My blood pounded as the cameras flashed. He wanted me to kill him. That was the only reason he’d bait me like this.

“Do you have a statement, Ivory?” A TV anchor made his voice heard.

Just say you’re happy to be here, Tank coached. And don’t mention any plans to leave us.

As if I needed that repeated. Wasn’t that the point of this farce?

“I’m happy to be here.” Far be it from me to go off-book. “And I hope the investigation is concluded shortly.”

There must have been some pecking order among the press, because the next questions shot off without argument. “How do you like working with the Manhattan Ten?”

“It’s too soon to say.” Hopefully I wouldn’t be around long enough to have an answer.

“Why were you working for the airlines?”

That was innocuous enough. “I like to travel.”

“What were you doing on the roof this afternoon?”

“That’s…” Not so innocuous. 

“Ivory’s powers are connected to the earth.” Tank covered for me. “She uses the outdoors to center herself.”

The reporter wouldn’t be deterred. “Then why on top of the safety railing? You chose a dangerous place to meditate.”

“Her balance is like a cat’s.” Panther cut in before I could think of an explanation. “I’d know.” He shifted his chair so close we touched. Heat from his shoulder and thigh seared my skin. “Anyway, I’m keeping both eyes on her.”

So much for pecking order. The shouts and cameras exploded again.

“Are you romantically involved?” one yelled above the general chaos.

“I’m working on it.” He set his chin on my shoulder.

A droplet of water trickled down from my collar of diamonds. But of course he’d heat me up so close. His blood ran like a furnace.

Being near him was like straddling ice floes moving in opposite directions. I was drawn to him, but getting closer would be the worst thing I could do. I couldn’t be a hero, couldn’t stand the flashing lights, and couldn’t stay under the media’s gaze a second longer.

Not even I could keep that kind of conflict bottled. It had to come out. The ice pooled in my hands, but before I could work the crystals into anything deadly, Tank touched my wrist. In one poof the ice vaporized.

As if he weren’t dangerous enough as a mind reader. He could do this? And so easily? 

I stood, knocking back my chair in a blast that finally silenced the reporters. “I’m done answering questions.” More than anything, I hated being jerked around, and between Panther and Tank, I was the ball in a Ping-Pong match.

No more.

Tank let me go. He couldn’t risk a wrestling contest in front of so many cameras. I strode down the steps toward the exit.

“I guess that’s a no,” Panther called into the mic before jogging to my side. I would’ve blasted him with ice where it counted, but Tank had clamped down, and as much as I reached, no force of will could break his hold. My powers were gone.

It was a game to all of them. How was a media circus going to help me disassociate myself from the Ten? It wouldn’t. They wanted me in, and none of them cared how it would damage my future. The life I’d carved for myself would slip through my fingers like snowflakes. My family would find me.

“Chill.” Panther gripped my elbow and steered me into a darkened side room when I would’ve stormed into the street. His claws were firm as steak knives. “Relax and he’ll give you back the ice.”

“Will he?” I tore my arm away so quickly the claws ripped flesh. The flash of pain spurred my anger. “How kind of him.”

“Fuck.” Panther ushered me deeper into the room—an unused conference space—away from anyone that might wander past. He produced a handkerchief for the streaks of blood on my arm. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Why won’t you leave me alone?” 

“I want to get to know you.” He dabbed at the gouges, and his claws were gone, replaced with rounded human fingernails.

“Don’t.” I pulled back from his gentle touch. “And don’t bother.”

His eyes hardened. “I’ve seen the real you. When are you going to cut this frigid bullshit?”

“This is the real me.” I’d heard my coworkers whisper it enough: cold, hard bitch. It was the price I’d paid to escape, and the price I kept paying to keep myself in polite society. “And I’m tired of the manipulation bullshit.” 

“You need us more than we need you.” 

“Excuse me?” I froze in my headlong rush for the exit.

“Welcome to the shit show.” Panther lifted a re-clawed hand to his face. “I’m about thirty seconds from shifting, but I don’t have to hide it. You stay with us, you can be accepted for what you are. And honestly? Where else could you fit?”

“I have a life. I don’t need this.” For years I’d worked to learn modern culture, to fit in and hide the parts that wouldn’t gel. Now I was supposed to throw it away to live with overgrown fraternity boys in capes?

“How many friends you have in that amazing life of yours?” Panther followed me as I made another run for the door. “None, I’d guess, and as soon as you walk out, you’re spitting on Angel.”

His words stopped me again. “Her I don’t disrespect.” 

“Who do you think is going to have to deal with it if you run?”

It was an old-fashioned guilt trip, and a good one. I liked Angel. She had an agenda like all of the Ten, but she’d been up-front about it and was doing her best to make me feel comfortable. Plus the size twelve shoes. Those alone were worth a few favors from me.

I sighed, releasing some of my tension. “I’ll go to the party, but I’m done with reporters.”

As soon as I spoke, my fingertips tingled. My powers were back, but Tank may as well have crawled inside my brain the way he was following my impulses. He and I needed to have a discussion.

“Better hurry. They’re already gonna wonder what we’ve been doing this long all by ourselves.”

Fueling those rumors was the last thing I wanted. The way Panther’s skin glistened in the dim light, I might have done something to make them reality if I didn’t get some space from him.

I forced myself to take the steps toward the hum of chatter and the clink of crystal. A drink sounded wonderful. 

In the ballroom, the social was gearing up. The Ten had splintered, with each hero chatting up a ring of reporters. Annihilator was noticeably alone, but Angel had an impressive circle of male admirers. The anchorwomen had more options, but Steel’s group was largest and loudest, with most of his ladies in fits of giggles from some joke he’d told.

Everyone noticed our arrival, but they seemed to be enjoying their conversations because no one jumped to Panther and me. Maybe they wanted to wait and test my mood. That was wise.

I was still far from satisfied with the situation, but at least the cameras were gone. No more photo-ops or flash blindness tonight. I’d see my opponents coming toward me.

But more fortification wouldn’t hurt. Banquet staff made rounds with appetizer and drink trays. I reached as one neared with flutes of champagne.

An unseasonable frost clung to the stems and I froze mid-reach. The waiter stopped as if his feet had iced over, and maybe they had.

Tall. Blond and blue-eyed. With the hint of a chill. 

He was one of my people. 

It had been years, and he’d aged from an awkward teen into a fine-looking warrior, but I dredged the name from my memory. “Kevan.” 

“My lady Valdís.” The reverent words fell from Kevan’s lips as a low growl built at my side.

“Who’s the penguin?” Panther pushed closer.

Kevan set the tray on the floor, ignoring Panther, his job, the growing crowd, and anything but me. He got down on hands and knees, pressing his forehead to the parquet floor in the deepest of bows.

“Please. I’m not—” Not his lady, and certainly not the woman I had been. I’d abandoned my people and my duties. I neither deserved nor wanted any honors, and I would’ve been a lot less confused if he’d tried to kill me instead of bowing.

With so many curious ears, I couldn’t ask Kevan to explain himself. Not to mention Panther, growling at my side.

And the press couldn’t know about the tribe. They’d be rabid to hunt them down, and my tribesmen wouldn’t hesitate to skewer a reporter or twenty. But how could Kevan be so far from home? And why? I was the misfit for leaving. No one else saw the value in civilization. “Stand, Kevan.”

“My lady.” He rose onto his knees, revealing the tears frozen to his bottom lashes like icicles. “We feared you were taken to the wastes beyond.”

“I’m fine. Please rise.” Of course he didn’t listen. Kevan grabbed my fingertips and pressed his lips to one of the ice diamonds.

Panther’s growl exploded. His primal roar lifted the hairs on the back of my neck. My instincts told me to run, but as soon as I turned I was captivated.

Black skin flashed to supple fur, and a massive jungle cat lunged for Kevan’s throat.


Chapter Six

Panther

The change was out of my control. But fuck this ice-bastard. Ivory was mine and I would claw those pretty lips off homeboy’s face.

As soon as I was on four paws, I sprang. Glasses shattered, spraying champagne. His eyes widened for a delicious moment, but then his hunter snapped into control, and superhuman fast, he rolled away, rising from his crouch with a wicked ice spear pointed at my jugular.

Bring. It. On.

As I prowled forward, Ivory gave a juicy Nordic curse. Supermodel legs blocked me from my prey.

I snarled, but Ivory crouched down showing empty hands. “Not here.”

Her gaze cooled my bloodlust. With my height and her position, we were eye-level, and maybe I hadn’t spent enough time staring, but damn. She’d never looked at me like this before.

Those gorgeous baby-blues had little flecks of silver, and Ivory saw into my soul. Reaching slowly, she stroked the fur behind my ear. “I didn’t think you’d be so—”

“Beautiful.” The ice boy completed her sentence. A growl tore up my throat, because, fuck him. I wanted to hear that shit from Ivory.

“Beautiful,” she echoed. I’d thought she was the cold one, but I was melting. Maybe since I was always baiting her, I’d only ever gotten her guarded side. The huntress took in half a ton of muscle, claws and fangs, and finally relaxed. 

Even women who knew who and what I was freaked when they saw the full show. But Ivory? She probably liked the cat more than the man. She smoothed the fur at my neck and I couldn’t help but purr.

And you’re giving sound bytes now? Tank cracked the moment. I’d gone a little oblivious of the rest of the room, and so much for no cameras. Thanks to an Apple store’s worth of iPhones, this would be viral in time for the ten o’clock news.

That thought felt the same as watching ice boy’s lips on my Ivory’s skin. This wasn’t for sharing. I focused, calming to shift back to two legs, but Tank clamped down. Leave it. Your girl’s having an epiphany.

Whoa. Details. Ivory stroked my fur, oblivious to the rest of the room. She smelled a little like wood smoke and the crisp, cold air right before it snows. I was ready to jump under the covers and weather the storm with her.

“The beast is yours?” Ice boy was on his feet and scanning the crowd, but he hadn’t dropped his spear. Ivory showed him her back, and that wasn’t going to fly. I nudged past her, putting my claws between her and the weapon.

She tsked but kept stroking my head, so I wasn’t complaining. “For now.”

His spear evaporated in a puff of mist. “I would protect you, my lady, but I must go.”

“We need to talk.” 

I had a few questions. How did an iceman get hired as a banquet waiter? And what was with the “my lady”? That was my lady he was talking about, but I couldn’t do much without a voice box, so hopefully he got me from the growling.

“Hush.” Ivory patted me.

“Of course.” The guy bowed and backed toward the crowd that was too happy to part for him. “Please find us. We’ll wait for you.” 

He turned and sprinted. I wanted to chase until I could rip out his throat for real, but Ivory laid her fingertips on my shoulder. “Let him go.”

The guy was definitely a loose end, and I was at the top of Tank’s shit list again, but with Ivory at my side, it was a decent night. I’d work the panther shape as long as I needed to get her to appreciate the man.

 

Ivory

I’d expected Tank or even one of the other heroes to step in and control the situation, but Kevan melted away on his own, leaving Panther and me surrounded by the press. Kevan clearly didn’t share my desire to keep the race hidden, but then again, maybe he didn’t know what a camera phone was. It could’ve been worse than a tray of shattered champagne flutes…

And that was why Tank hadn’t stopped it, wasn’t it? It was a show with no one hurt and no damage compared to what the Ten could do. He wouldn’t have to make any apologies.

I, on the other hand, would have plenty to explain. Panther butted my hip with his head. His shifted form was the only thing keeping the press from bombarding me with questions. 

There was need to fear him. He was perfectly calm, with a constant purr as I scratched behind his ear.

He was beautiful.

That velvety black fur slid over powerful muscles and his lantern yellow eyes were shocking against the darkness. They held the same mixture of humor and hunter’s glare as his human form, but shifted Panther didn’t set my instincts screaming. All of his strength was out and without the pretense, I couldn’t read him as an enemy.

I should have been worrying about Kevan, but Panther calmed me. He pushed my buttons as a human, but as a cat? Without the sexual heat in play, I was drawn to the simple truth of him. The power and grace—everything he was—spoke to me.

I just didn’t know how to respond.

Angel parted the crowd, hustling over as fast as she could on her heels. “Everything okay?”

“It’s fine.” Kevan was gone, but he’d be easy enough to track now that I knew to look. “I have to—”

“No, you don’t.” Angel’s gaze firmed. “Not that I can stop you, but if you go after your friend, half this room is going to empty out to follow you.”

“I’m not going to stay and play into this circus.” 

Panther brushed past me, giving Angel a nudge with his head. He snarled.

“Don’t growl at me.” She flicked his ear, but when she turned to me she’d softened again. “You have to be exhausted. Let them get a few shots of you and the big cat, and then you can both go home. We’ll sort everything else out tomorrow.”

I was still far from calling the Ten’s tower home, but I’d take it. If Kevan had made it to New York, he didn’t need me babysitting. It would be better to forget him. I was the one who’d severed ties, and as long as he wasn’t going to try to kill me, I didn’t have to worry about the tribe. “I’ll go back.”

Angel escorted us outdoors, where another wave of cameramen were ready. I dropped into a crouch, pressing my face into Panther’s warm fur rather than be blinded. He purred, and for once I found calm without reaching for my ice. By the time the Hummer maneuvered its way to us, they had to have a thousand shots to choose from.

Everyone was happy. Except me, but given the circumstances, I’d settle with where I was.

Panther leaped into the car. I climbed in behind him and Angel waved us away. It wasn’t until I sank in to the leather that I realized how tired I really was. So much had changed in so little time. I was still jet-lagged, and between confronting my past and a press army, my edges were ragged.

Panther nudged his head into my lap.

“You’re not going to change back?”

He eased his head back and forth, which I took as a no. It wouldn’t make for much conversation, but I wasn’t in the mood for chatter. I petted Panther, letting his bass purring fill the silence. “I like you this way. Though it’s silly to call you Panther when you are one.”

He pushed air through his nose in a whuff for obviously. It wasn’t my fault I didn’t know his true name. He’d never offered it, and if the others knew, they didn’t favor it. Maybe the real surprise was I wanted to know. But there’d been plenty of surprises since I met Panther.

“I thought I’d want to hunt you.” Predators tended to bring out the matching instincts in me, but this was furthest thing from that. I wanted to hunt with him at my side, but not now. Sometime in the future, when we both felt like it, I liked the idea of stalking some other prey together.

It was a quiet ride back to the tower. From the parking garage we hit the elevator and the two of us could just squeeze inside. I punched sixteen and moved to hit Panther’s button, but I didn’t know his floor. “This would be a good time to shift.”

He maneuvered around, backing me away from the panel of buttons. When the door pinged open on my floor, he darted through. By the time I remembered where to find the light switches, he’d squeezed himself onto the couch.

“Just don’t scratch up the carpets.” Not that I’d be here long enough to care. Even if the press wasn’t satisfied and I could never go back to my routine at the airline, I was perfectly capable of starting fresh. Patagonia would be lovely this time of year.

In the bathroom I shucked off my gown and evaporated the ice diamonds. A shower would’ve been pleasant, but it was too much work. Instead I splashed my face with water and twisted my hair up. I needed sleep. I wrapped myself in a towel until I could find a nightgown in the pile of Angel clothes.

Panther lay in my bed.

Not the jungle cat, but the man. He was naked above the waist, the rest hidden under the comforter. Black against white. I’d had this vision before. 

Now that I’d seen his animal beauty, I couldn’t un-see it when I looked at his human form. And I’d wanted him before that.

Those toned muscular lines and that rich dark skin. Would it feel as soft as his fur when I touched it?

My hand lifted on its own and I took a step forward.

I was only wearing a skimpy towel, and he was very much admiring the view. I froze. Now neither of us could turn back.

“I like the show, but you sure you don’t want to join me over here?” He patted the pillow beside him.

I thought about it.

Goddess, I thought about it. I wanted to wriggle in next to him and test how he stood up to my fantasies. 

It would break me.

He would break me.

I fled into the bathroom and punched on the shower. I had nothing to wear but the expensive gown I’d left rumpled in a ball, and I wasn’t going out in my towel again.

For the first time in my life, I was truly a coward. I was trapped in the bathroom with nothing to do and no chance of facing Panther without giving in.

Shower it was. 

“Ivory?” I was still waiting for the water to heat when his knock sounded. “I’m putting a robe on the doorknob. I’d leave, but we need to talk, so I’ll be bonding with the flat screen.”

His soft footfalls moved away, but I didn’t open the door until the living room television clicked on. The robe was where he said it would be, and I belted it hard around myself.

Why was I acting like this?

So he’d seen me a little vulnerable. So I’d responded. I should have been offended if he hadn’t liked what he was seeing. We were adults, and I was well past the point where I could deny the attraction. Glimpsing his other form had only heightened my appreciation of his savage beauty.

My cowardice was the only thing keeping us apart. But there was so much to lose. 

I’d seen how much he wanted me in those burning eyes. As much as I wanted him.

I had to explain why I couldn’t take his invitation.

Panther sprawled on the sofa in sweatpants. Had he been naked in my bed or not? I couldn’t help but fill in the blanks.

“What happened with your friend?” He flipped through channels without turning my way, and that was fine. I didn’t need him reading the thoughts on my face.

“We’re not friends. I don’t plan to go after him.” Kevan’s decisions were his own and I didn’t want to lead the press, or the Ten, his way.

“Good.” Tension eased from his body. “Except I was wondering more what he was doing with the bowing and the cocktail-waiting and the whole being in New York.”

“Let’s not talk about him.” I was curious, but it wasn’t my affair. What I wanted now was to clear the air with Panther.

“No?” He sat up, giving me the full view of his stomach muscles as he shifted his attention my way. “What do you want to talk about?”

“About…” I swallowed. I was a grown woman, not some unblooded girl on her first hunt. “You’re attracted to me.”

His brows quirked. “You didn’t just realize that.”

“Are you?” 

“Ivory.” Panther’s gaze raked me from head to toe in a screaming wordless yes that sparked heat in my cold blood. “From moment one, you were the wildest thing I’ve ever seen. All I do is imagine how you’d taste.”

Goose bumps again.

“I want…but I…can’t.” I gripped the robe’s knot. “If I ever let go…” It would be the end of me. I’d spin out of control, and if I didn’t take the high road while I could and drag myself home, the next time I saw the M-10, I’d be their target instead of their partner.

“I can handle it.” Panther rose from the sofa to loom over me like no other man could.

“I don’t know if I can.” Every step he took, I teetered on the edge of finding out. 

“Ivory. Valdís.” Panther touched my robe over the fabric of my shoulder. It was like the heavy terrycloth wasn’t there. His energy zinged through the cloth, through my skin, and straight to my soul. Or maybe it was the heat as he mouthed my name. “I saw you let loose on that plane. You might’ve been all instinct, but your soul was in your eyes. Let go. If you get lost again, I’m here to help you through it.” 

He was right. I’d never been a coward before and Panther deserved better from me. I had to trust he was right. That whatever happened, he’d be able to see me through it.

I wanted to. And really, I had to try. I couldn’t live so split. I had to fall on either side or drive myself insane.

“You really want to know what I taste like?” Once I’d made the decision, it was easy to lose myself in Panther’s electric yellow eyes. I moved him back until he hit the couch and his knees folded. “Then taste.” 

Panther gazed all the way up. “You sure this is the way you want to test this? We could always spar or…”

What I had in mind was a little like sparring, but nothing like fighting. All my body wanted was to match the heat in Panther’s eyes. I let the robe slip off my shoulder. “You need a second invitation?”

“No.” Hunter-fast, he pounced. I was in his arms for a second, then flat on my back on the sofa. He loomed dark, his jungle-hot skin searing through me. “I don’t.”

My hands were pinned and as he stared, a thrill of fear shot down my spine. He dipped, licking the line of my jugular in a long kiss. I drew in a shuddering breath.

Not a thrill of fear. This was pure lust.

Panther growled low and hot. His hands roamed downward, toying with the robe’s tie as he kissed and licked his way along my jaw line.

He sucked my bottom lip, adding a gentle nip of fang that made me gasp.

“Like snowflakes.” He growled, shifting for a deeper kiss. I moved my tongue, licking one of his long teeth. 

The heat of him. Intoxicating.

Panther pressed me hard into the sofa, his knee parting my body as the rigid length of him ground into my thigh. I ached to feel him inside me.

I wriggled my hands free and smoothed down tight muscles to his waistband. “No more pants.” Pulling down, I made the movement a caress of his corded thighs, but with him on top of me, I couldn’t get them all the way down. 

When his lips found my mouth again, I pushed him until his back hit the armrest. Panther’s hands slid up my thighs and his pants made it to his knees before I caught an eyeful.

Fully erect, he was massive. Dark and beautiful. How had I tricked myself into brushing off such a glorious man?

I took his tip into my mouth. A swirl of my tongue and he groaned, his claws extending with pleasure. Cloth shredded where he gripped the sofa. I worked under the head, but when I eased off, he pulled back, finally kicking the pants away. “No more robe.”

I moved to oblige him, but Panther was faster. He tore away the robe’s belt.

With his teeth.

Fabric ripped away until I lay naked, him kneeling at my side. With claw-tips, he traced a line from my earlobe, down my neck and around my breast, grazing my navel and hip, only stopping to trace the juncture of my thigh, where the claws retracted, and his very human, very smooth hands came to rest. “Beautiful.”

Even without the decoration, Panther was all predator, and I wanted to try him on. I moved toward him, but he shifted me until I sat up, and he knelt between my legs.

Oh.

“Don’t mind me taking my time.” Panther lifted my legs upward and a little outward, tilting my hips until he had the angle he wanted. He gave one long, comprehensive lick that threw me back into the cushions with a gasp. “Damn. I could do this all night.”

And he seemed ready to try.

In swirls and twirls, slow and fast, he teased and tortured until the sweet ache spilled over and I cried out.

When I could see straight again, Panther grinned and licked his lips. “I’ll go another round any time you’re ready.” With the teasing challenge in his eye and the heat in his voice, my body didn’t need to wait. I moved up until our lips met and sucked his tongue into my mouth. As he gave a happy growl, I flipped him onto the couch. 

Maybe not as smooth as him, but it worked. I kicked a thigh over his body, maneuvering into position. “I’d like to be on top.”

“What a coincidence.” He rolled his hips, easing my readjustment. “I’d love for you to be on top.” Again, the challenge in his eyes.

One I was more than ready to meet.

I leaned forward, leaving his hardness pressed between us as I took a long draw at his mouth. For a predator, his lips were impossibly soft. He tasted like fire, and the more I worked my body against his, the hotter he grew. 

“Ivory…Valdís…” The heat that lived in his body coursed through his voice. He arched and groped for my thighs, ready to be inside me, but I was in control.

I sat back on his hips and took the swollen length of him in my palm. So hot. I gave a few appreciative strokes and Panther’s spine arched. “Fuuuuuck…” The words dripped from his lips in a moan and the sound was like candy.

I needed him.

Wrapping my fingers around his shaft, I guided Panther inside me. We both gasped as I worked myself down on him. He was large, but I was more than ready, and when I finally lowered myself all the way, we fit like our bodies were made for each other.

I pulled back from that thought. Fast.

Stay in the moment. 

Panther’s hands found my hips and I jolted back to him. This was too good to waste with stray thoughts.

“Mmm…” Panther’s lids were half-closed, his muscles tight, his head tipped back with pleasure. “God, you’re amazing.”

Slowly, so deliciously, torturously slowly, I rocked my hips. He lifted to match my rhythm, forcing himself deeper and deeper inside. 

I stifled my gasp. “Goddess.”

“Yes. You are.” That wasn’t what I’d meant, but it wasn’t the time to argue. Panther smoothed his way up my hips. He caressed up my ribcage and cupped my breasts, circling each nipple with a lazy thumb.

A soft moan escaped my lips. I’d wanted to go slow, but as pleasure built and Panther’s soul-searing heat pumped my blood with aching need, my hips moved faster. He thrust in perfect time, building, building, until his spine arched and his release pushed me into an inferno.

Goddess. The heat. Every inch of me burned and every lick of flame sparked a deeper pleasure. I came again and again until I finally fell against Panther’s chest, so spent that lying next to him was the only thing that made sense.

I panted, but the sweat that beaded my forehead didn’t freeze. Part of me knew I should move, but all I could do was bask.

I’d always wondered what it would be like to be warm. Wrapped in Panther’s arms it was as if the ice woman had never existed. 

I was normal. Human. And it felt amazing.

I curled into him, and he nuzzled at my cheek. A contented purr vibrated from Panther’s chest and my eyelids drooped. Why had I wanted to leave?

It was a worry for the morning. Nothing could make me leave Panther’s warmth and its accompanying bliss. 


Chapter Seven

Panther

I carried Ivory to her bedroom, gently arranging her with soft down and pillows. All the while I couldn’t stop purring.

She slept so soundly. It had to be the first time I’d seen her anything like vulnerable, and as much as I was falling for the warrior sex goddess, this suited her. Her scent was sugar and glacier water, and that sheet of long blonde hair rumpled all seductive around her shoulders.

I slid into the bed and took her into my arms. Most women felt like dolls I might break, but Ivory fit against my chest like she was made to be there. Strong, but soft in all the right places.

She was fucking perfect.

The night ticked on and my lids drooped, but I couldn’t sleep and miss the sound of Ivory’s breathing. Which made me kind of obsessed with her, didn’t it?

I’d followed her and teased the hell out of her, but I was ready to tear the appendages off any asshole who so much as smelled her.

Textbook fucking mating behavior.

Maybe I’d been into her, but I hadn’t been expecting…this. Some amazing sex, sure, but mates were forever, and I was not Ivory’s favorite cat. She wanted out of the tower and the crew.

I was still getting to know Ivory. It would take a lifetime and I still probably wouldn’t figure her out, but I needed every one of those minutes. Now that I’d found her, no woman could fit into my life like Ivory. She understood the beast.

Hell, she liked the cat more than she liked me. I’d be jealous if we weren’t the same guy.

And if she left?

My heart. Meat cleaver.

However it had happened, she owned me now. I just had to hope she didn’t want to make a return.

I stared away the night, watching the moonlight glisten on her skin. Under the sheets, her natural chill mingled with my heat until we averaged out warm and normal. Two halves.

Even a few hours ago, I would’ve kicked my own ass for being this sappy, but fuck it. Ivory was mine, and I could be romantic. If she let me. The sun started working its way up, but all I could do was stare and wonder where we went from here.

A ringing phone popped my bubble and I jerked fully awake. I patted around for my cell before realizing it was wherever my lost pants were and moved for the landline. Ivory stirred but didn’t get up. She’d better not.

I snagged the receiver and tried not to growl into the line. “What?”

Silence. Then Tank cursed. “Sounding a little rough this morning, Ivory. Bad night?”

Shit.

I wouldn’t have been able to keep it from Tank for long, mind-reader and all, but I didn’t want him picking up my mental images just now. Ivory was officially for my eyes only. Then again, if he were close enough to get telepathic, he probably wouldn’t have called. “What do you want, Boss?”

“I need you on-site for another super murder.”

“Where?” I got busy looking for my sweatpants.

“East 89th, between Second and Third.”

That froze me mid-reach under the couch. “New York?” Houston had been the closest the killings had come to our home turf, and we’d liked it that way.

“Bring Ivory,” Tank said. “They know she killed one of their guys. Maybe she can help us draw them out.”

“Will do. Meet you there?”

“No. Your lead. I got suckered onto a flight to D.C. after the party. Congressional hearing.”

“Bummer.” I whipped on the pants and headed back to the bedroom for Ivory. “I’ll handle it.”

“I know you will.” Tank hung up.

Ivory stretched under the sheet. I so didn’t want to bring her into this. She needed to be naked in that bed for one-hundred percent of the foreseeable future, not scavenging Manhattan for killers. Plus, the minute she’d moved, we’d be dealing with the morning after, and I doubted she and I had shared the same epiphany.

It was like a sucker-punch in the kidney. I wouldn’t give up on her—I couldn’t now—but it would fucking hurt if she were still playing Ms. In Control.

“Ivory?” I nudged the mattress with a knee. “Need your help on a case.”

“Mmm?” She stretched again, releasing a feminine noise as she tangled into the sheets. She so, so needed to stay in bed. I was more than ready to give our chemistry another try. And, not exactly hiding it in the sweatpants.

Ivory looked me up and down and for one perfect moment, I thought she’d pull me down for a kiss. Instead, her eyes opened wide and I could almost hear the curtain of ice crashing down inside her.

 

Ivory

I’d been content and absolutely sated until I caught Panther looming over me. The night came back in a rush.

Amazing didn’t begin to describe it. Shattering, maybe?

But where did that put me with Panther? It was ridiculous to be shy at this point, but I pulled the sheet tighter around my body.

“There was another murder.” Panther was matter-of-fact. Closed-off. “Tank wants us both on scene.”

Of course Tank did. He wasn’t living if he wasn’t manipulating. I wrapped the sheet around myself and hurried for the shower. Helping the Ten wasn’t high on my list, but I needed to get away from Panther’s gaze.

He was incredible and…not for me. At least, not now.

I had to leave the Ten the first chance I found. I’d proved I could go to the edge and come back myself. If I wouldn’t endanger anyone, then it was time to be gone.

Maybe I wished Panther could be a part of that, but he was Ten before he could be anything to me, and I couldn’t be involved with them. It would’ve been different if not for Kevan, but he might have already contacted my mother. I needed to be on the first cargo plane I could hitch to South America.

I shuddered as I stepped under the showerhead. It had been a mistake to let myself fall so deep into Panther. I’d known I wasn’t staying, and I didn’t sleep with men I had no intention of seeing again. I certainly wouldn’t let such a man have his way with my heart.

I owed Panther an apology before I stole away.

After my wash, I peeked into the bedroom, but no jungle cats or big men were waiting for me. I stopped halfway to the walk-in closet. Why had Panther bothered to make the bed?

I shook my head. Panther couldn’t be my concern right now. I dressed in the flight attendant’s uniform that Angel had had pressed and twisted my hair into its bun. The familiarity eased my nerves. I was going to fly apart if I didn’t get back to myself soon. I took a very deep breath before I could open the door to the living space.

Panther had also found a shower and some fresh clothes. He sat at the breakfast bar, busily spooning a bowl of Lucky Charms. I wasn’t surprised. He had a way of making himself at home in my life.

“Some breakfast before you jet?” His voice held an unfamiliar distance. I’d expected him to be clingy or joking or…something other than this.

I grabbed a banana. “The faster we do this, the better.”

Panther downed his cereal milk, rinsed the bowl and set it in the sink. Why all the cleaning? But no, I wasn’t worrying about him.

Instead, I peeled my banana and followed Panther down to the parking garage. An unlocked cabinet full of keys sat outside the elevator, which seemed like poor security. Though only someone with a death wish would break into the M-10’s stronghold in the first place.

After he chose a set of keys, he led us past the Ferraris, Porsches and Maybachs to a row of regular-looking sedans. When the locks beeped, a beat-up Honda Civic flashed its lights. That was…surprising. “This is an undercover car?”

“We try to keep it low key when we’re on case. Hopefully the press won’t tail us.” 

We squeezed in, and Panther took us up a level, past a flight of more average cars and through the employee exit. I didn’t see any reporters, but that didn’t mean no one was watching.

The ride passed in silence. I finished my banana and toyed with the peel as we crawled through Midtown traffic. It was the best opportunity I’d have to apologize. I just wished I didn’t feel so awkward in my skin when faced with this quiet Panther. “About last night…” But where did I go from there?

“You think it was a mistake.” He didn’t turn from the road, and his voice was close to empty.

“It was.” And why wasn’t this easy? It wasn’t as if I’d planned to spend the rest of my life with him. “I used you to test my control.” The huntress side of me had wanted Panther so deeply, and I’d been willing to flip a coin and see what happened. “So I’m…I shouldn’t have done that.”

He threw the turn signal so hard the stick should’ve snapped. “You used me?”

“It was shameless. Things shouldn’t have gone that far.” They wouldn’t again. I’d see to this murder scene and slip away as soon as I could. Before I could make things worse.

“You kill me.” Panther leaned an elbow on the window and rubbed his head. “You’d deny yourself anything you could to fit this box you think is normal. Normal’s what you make of it, darling.”

I glared at the darling but let it hang. “I’ve never been normal.” Every day was a battle.

“Yeah, and if you got with me, that would about shatter your last chance at playing house.”

“Playing house? You think that’s what I’m doing?” Ice bunched under my fingernails, and I clamped my hands into a fist to keep both the shards and my emotions from exploding.

“We’re the same, except that I don’t try to be what I’m not. And you’re attracted to that, but it freaks the shit out of you. When you’re with me, you can’t pretend either.”

“That is not true.”

“No? Enlighten me.” Panther finally glanced my way. Intense yellow glowed from his eyes, but I couldn’t read his expression. It was something more than confrontational.

I wanted to say something to that gaze, but what? My pulse thumped. I had no answer for him.

A cluster of police cars parked just ahead of us, their lights flashing. Officers milled, holding back press vans and curious pedestrians. “I’m leaving after this.”

“No.” Panther flashed an ID at one of the officers, and the man waved us through a barricade. I waited until we were past to respond. If I hadn’t, I would’ve blasted him with ice.

“I’m sorry?” 

“You need to be here.” He threw the car into park and unbuckled. “I want you to stay.” Panther gazed my way and his heart bled into his eyes.

It was something like the look Kevan had given me. Total adoration.

I sucked in a breath. 

It couldn’t be. I was misreading him.

I needed to get out of the car, but my body wasn’t taking my cues. Instead I sat as frozen as an icicle.

He reached over and unbuckled me. The heat that seeped off his hands sparked a flashback to last night. All of that dark skin, so hot underneath me as we both bucked in passion.

What we’d done should’ve slaked my curiosity. If anything, it had grown. And he was right, wasn’t he?

The moment I gave in to that heat, I’d be a wild woman again. I should’ve been able to resist, but my resolve melted every time Panther was involved. I’d always be on the edge of breaking if I stayed close to him.

“You run and I’ll chase you.” He finally slid out of the car. “Let’s get this done.”

He’d chase me?

The goose bumps sprang back. Could he be any more provocative? Just imagining it…

Pressing my thighs together, I bit back a moan. I’d never met such a dangerous man, and I needed to get away from him before I lost myself.

By the time I was collected, Panther was chatting with a detective. “My partner,” he said as I drew even with them.

“Hope you can find something we missed.” The man lifted the ribbon of yellow tape blocking the alley.

It was my first crime scene, but hardly my first kill. I was ready for gore, dismemberment—anything, really. It couldn’t be easy to murder a super.

The body lay facedown, sprawled in a puddle. A man, middle-aged and perhaps a little chubby. Super hero wouldn’t have been my first thought, but then, appearances could lie.

The detective handed Panther a pair of rubber gloves and some forceps. When Panther crouched near the man, I followed suit. “You’ll have to have the lab confirm, but these are definitely the same stab wounds as the victims in L.A. and Houston.”

“Serial killer. With a super fetish.” Disgust dripped from the detective’s voice.

“Seems like it.” Panther shifted the man’s shirt out of the way with the tool, examining the wounds. “Same M.O. This wasn’t a knife, and there’s not enough blood. The body was dropped here.”

“Who was this man?” That had to be more important than how he’d died. Surely there was a reason he’d been chosen as a victim.

“Nicholas Harrington.” The detective shook his head. “The original Wolfman.”

“No shit?” Panther turned startled eyes the man’s way.

“I should know who that is?” I glanced between the men. Clearly, they knew.

“Probably not.” Panther bent back to the body. “Guy was a star in the ’80s on a sitcom about human shifters. Wolfman.”

“Ah.” That would explain why I didn’t know. No TV on the tundra, and I’d never been a fan of reruns. “Were any of the other victims celebrities?”

“Most supers are in the public eye. The two in L.A. were in TV and movies, but the two in Houston were heavy into their secret identities.”

The detective was jotting notes into his handheld. “So what’s the connection? Or were they randomly chosen?”

“Yes. What kind of powers did the others have?” It struck me that I was being too cooperative when I was planning to run, but I couldn’t stand over the body and not do my best to avenge the man.

“The first victim was a cosmetic chameleon. Worked Hollywood in a ton of sci-fi movies without needing makeup, but she didn’t have any firepower.” Panther ticked his fingers as he listed them off. “Charmer was next, and he had a creepy affinity for snakes. We had to wade through a swath of the bastards to get to the body. Then Houston, it was a cattle rancher with a minotaur form and a flier with bird wings.”

My stomach roiled. All of those victims plus Wolfman made a disturbing trend. “They were all animal shifters.”

“Not really,” Panther said. “Only the minotaur had an alternate form. The rest were humanoid full-time and our chameleon only did superficial changes. Charmer looked like a regular guy under all the snakes.”

“It’s the same.” However they looked, they were animal-tied. At least that was how I saw it, and if I did, so did others.

Oh, Goddess.

“Has it rained?” I’d been inside, but I should’ve felt more moisture in the air if I’d missed a shower. By the dread in my belly, I knew I hadn’t.

“Not in a few days.” Panther’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

I touched a fingertip to the tepid puddle and lifted it to my mouth. It had a sweet tang that was very out of place on a stretch of Manhattan sidewalk. “It was ice.”

“A little hot for that, don’t you think?” The detective’s eyebrows went up.

I ignored him. “The other bodies. You said you never found a murder weapon?”

“Never.” Panther pulled out his phone and started flicking through a display of crime scene photos. “But all of the bodies have had some kind of water nearby. You think….”

Ice spears left their tips in most wounds. We seldom bothered to pull them out. They melted on their own.

“Kevan.” I’d stumbled into him, and the next morning there was a murder by ice? It was too much coincidence.

With awakened eyes, I took in the wounds. They clustered in the soft flesh of the man’s torso and at the ragged hollow of his neck. I’d never thought to take down a human target, but it was exactly how I would have attacked with a pack of hunters at my back.

How many of them were in New York?

Cold fury built up from my toes to my fingertips until all I could see was static. “We need to track them.”

“Them?” The detective asked. “You got a lead you want to share, partner?”

“This is my justice.” They were my people, even if I’d abandoned them. It was mine to make right for this senseless death.

“Why?” Panther uncrouched without losing his coiled tension. “What’s the motive?”

“We’re hunters.” I’d feared that part of myself all along. The uncontrolled passion of the chase. Once we had a target, everything faded away, and we didn’t stop until we knew the rush of the kill.

But not humans. Supers or not, that was what they were, and Kevan and untold others had crossed that line.

Tracking them meant tapping into the well I’d been trying so hard to suppress. The very abilities and impulses that had likely driven my tribesmen over the edge.

I had to do it. There was no question of that.

But would I be able to bring myself back?


Chapter Eight

Panther

The morning should’ve been warm enough, but in the alley’s darkness, with the frigid wind spilling off Ivory’s skin, it felt like December. In Siberia.

I’d been trying my damnedest to focus on the crime scene instead of Ivory’s rejection, but shit. Frost climbed her arms like evening gloves and she had every sliver of my attention.

“I’ll find them.” Scary determination burned in that voice. Cold fire, but it seared just the same.

“I’ll call the team.” Tank was out of town, but as long as the other guys were around, we didn’t need to take on a pack of icemen solo. Hell, one text and Jet could join us in about ten seconds.

“No.”

“So, what? You want to send me a fax when you get there? A smoke signal?”

“No. You come. You have to bring me back.”

I turned cold as her skin. “What does that mean?” 

“I can get to them.” One of those wicked ice spears stretched between her palms. In her uniform, she was a vision of the huntress that had owned me since the flight to L.A. As fearsome as she was fearless. “But it might mean the end of me.”

Okay. Maybe not fearless. “What do you—”

I needed an explanation, but she took off like she was running from the cops. After a second, she was.

“Wha—” the detective called.

Poor guy. He sprinted until the first dumpster, but he was going to need an Olympic pedigree or a jetpack if he wanted to match Ivory’s pace. Finding neither, he jogged to a stop and went for his phone.

Sticking close to her heels, I thumped the pavement. “Can’t we take the car?” 

Maybe she didn’t hear me.

We ran south, weaving through some alleys but mostly in plain sight for all of New York to see. Luckily most New Yorkers were as disenchanted about supers as everything else. Every so often someone whipped out a camera phone, but more people glanced and got back to business.

It was a full-on sprint to Midtown. Ivory only stopped to…I didn’t even know.

She touched the sidewalk, stirred puddles or paused to let the wind breeze through her fingers. Her icy sweet scent was strong enough in my nose, but I didn’t sense anything like it. So what was she tracking?

I didn’t like it. We needed backup. And I needed her not to be suicidal, if that’s what this was. Not that I would fucking let it play like that. 

She was booking fast enough that I wanted to panther out, but if I shredded my pants, I lost my cell, and the first millisecond I could I was phoning this in.

Trees loomed at our right as we hit Central Park. Park or not, it had a lot of places to hide…

Nope.

We veered off to avenues of soaring apartment buildings with million-dollar views. So not where you expected to find a ring of super serial killers.

Were Ivory’s people really behind the murders? Ice boy hadn’t given off that psycho vibe, but he’d showed his killer’s gaze when I challenged him. It wasn’t that they weren’t capable, but it didn’t make sense.

With the way Ivory was rocking her beast mode, she had no doubts who’d done it. I would not want to be on the other side of that vengeance.

She wheeled down an alley, though the address was really too upscale to call it that. More like a path between two mansions. A wrought-iron gate surrounded a micro-patio and the entrance to the high rise’s basement apartment. I ducked to try and peer through the street-level windows, but frost choked the glass.

We were in the right place.

Ivory gave a war-whoop that froze my blood, leaped the fence and kicked in the door like Jean-Claude fucking Van Damme. I hadn’t planned on knocking, but a warning would’ve been cool.

Pop. Pop. Pop.

I’d started to follow as soon as Ivory moved, but that sound would’ve frozen me if the bullets hadn’t.

I reached for my neck.

Not bullets. Three feathered darts.

Shit.

My vision blurred and my knees hit the sidewalk. Tranqs. Probably for big game if they worked this fast.

Even as the toxins worked their way into my blood, I growled fury. I couldn’t see Ivory, but if she was hurt…

When I came to, I was going to liberate some throats from their owners’ bodies. 

 

Ivory

Gunshots rang out, but the weapon wasn’t aimed my way. Kevan and four others stood inside the apartment. He did say they’d be waiting.

I stormed among them and grabbed Kevan by his throat, lifting him onto his tiptoes. “Tell me it wasn’t you.”

“Lady…Valdís…” Kevan choked out the words. “Please…can explain—”

“Start now.” I dropped him. Kevan fell into the same deep bow he’d practiced at the press social, though it wasn’t so smooth after my treatment. The others followed his lead.

But where was…

The gunshots. Panther.

I’d been too caught in the hunt to look back, but now I did. He sprawled on the outdoor patio. No blood. I lunged for him, my pulse racing in terror.

Darts. I yanked the things from his neck. Since when would my tribesmen stoop as low as tranquilizers? 

At least Panther wasn’t hurt. 

I would’ve relaxed, but I was too livid. And what to do with him? I couldn’t bring him into their den, but if I left him limp on the patio, someone would call the police.

I compromised, propping him against the wall. Assuming no one recognized him as M-10, he might pass for napping. Or a bum in Citizen jeans. It would have to do until I had my vengeance.

The men hadn’t moved when I reentered the apartment and shut the door behind myself. All five pressed their foreheads to the floor.

“Lady Valdís,” they muttered in unison.

“Kneel.” For once their obedience didn’t irk me. They rose to their knees and folded their hands in front of their bodies, perfectly respectful.

“You used tranquilizers on my creature.” My first question should’ve been about the murders, but they didn’t seem as important.

“Forgive us.” Kevan ducked his head. “We feared that he would keep you from listening.”

“I’m listening.” With a ready spear. “Tell me you haven’t been murdering humans.”

“Not murdering.” Kevan’s head jerked up. “Not humans.”

“But you’ve killed.” The truth was an icy knot in my stomach. They had no idea what they’d done.

“Yes. The queen wished us to seek out worthy targets. And she bade us give you her gift.” He waved at an ornamental chest set in a place of honor, at the center of the mantel.

“My mother? Why would she…” Care? Acknowledge my existence? Not try to kill me?

“May I?” Kevan asked.

At my nod, he rose. The others hadn’t moved. They knelt, blond heads bowed, all five of them tall and close to identical. I’d craved my tribesmen’s company so much in the beginning, but I’d been gone too many years and this was nothing like a homecoming. I felt no kinship, no warmth, no connection to my people. They’d justified their inhuman actions to the point that I couldn’t recognize them as my own.

Kevan lifted the chest with care and eased open its lid. A white box sat on a velvet cushion, and I knew what it must contain.

A heart. To symbolize the one I’d ripped out of her and the rest of my people by leaving. Probably a vole or shrew or some rodent’s because I’d heaped that much more disgrace on my family by skulking away in the night like a coward. By rights I should’ve declared my intent to leave in front of the tribe and been executed for the betrayal.

Wasn’t I just a terrible daughter?

“I don’t want it.” I wasn’t squeamish, but I didn’t need to see my shame laid bare. It wouldn’t make me regret my decision, and I’d come too far to look back.

“Please.” Kevan bowed deep. “She prays for your return. It is not what you think.”

At one time, I would’ve thought it dishonorable to ask, but I’d spent too many years among humans. That, and I needed to know. “It’s not a heart?”

“Of course not.” Passion seeped into Kevan’s voice. “She has absolved you of any dishonor. You were wise to journey among the humans and learn the ways of the southlands. We’ll need your knowledge to survive these troubled times.”

“She said all of that?” My mother’s world began and ended on ice. She’d almost beaten me to death for asking about a ship, and suddenly I was wise? I couldn’t believe it. Not my mother. Not the queen.

“I would not lie to you, my lady.” Kevan thrust the box out, as if he could will me to reach for it. “She says the world has changed. The ice shrinks and there is little to hunt. We were to find you and bring you back to share your knowledge, learning the humans’ ways as we searched.”

“And you found me.” Until my run-in with the M-10, I’d been cautious about exposing myself to the media, but I’d never, never expected anyone from the tribe to come this far.

“It was fated.” The bliss in Kevan’s smile made my skin crawl. “You slew the man we were to meet in Los Angeles, and we saw your picture in the news, on the television. We flew to New York, and here we are.”

“You were meeting that horrible man?” Goddess, this was worse than I’d imagined.

“Ah.” Kevan shrugged. “He hated our people, but not as much as the other creatures called supers. His organization arranged hunting grounds and was to provide us with a longer list of worthy prey. The first made for exciting hunts. Did you obtain the names?” At the last, he leaned forward in excitement, his arms drooping with the chest they still held out to me.

“Let me see that.” I should’ve taken the whole bundle and thrown it into a fire, but I had to see what my mother deigned to send her disgraced daughter. Then, justice.

As I reached for the box, Kevan averted his eyes. Out of respect? Fear?

The parcel was heavier than expected. My fingers didn’t quite tremble, but I felt very much the girl who’d never live up to her mother’s expectations as I untied the length of blood-red ribbon. 

The lid fell away and a bluish white glow expanded. As it touched my skin, it sank into the depths of my soul.

So beautiful. Like the heart of a glacier.

A bright, frigid sphere of elemental ice. A true snow globe. Not like the humans’ chintzy treasures. It was pure energy, and as soon as my gaze touched its surface, I was lost to its spell. This was my home. This was who I was at my deepest core.

And my mother was as much a bitch as ever.

It was my last coherent thought before my consciousness slipped into the well of power. There could be no escape. 

 

 

Panther

My neck stung like a mother and my head ached like the morning after a night in Tijuana, but I was coming back to life. Ivory needed me, and I was going to kill the icy bastards who’d done this. Claws extended from my paws—

Paws?

When did I…

I jerked fully awake. My head throbbed and a chain pulled against the collar around my neck. I fell back on four legs. Maybe I hadn’t signed off on panthering out, but it was all the better to get with the flesh-tearing.

Except for the collar. The chain ran to an iron link in the floor of some dank sub-basement.

I was alone. Where was Ivory?

This was not happening. I threw myself, but the chain wrenched me back hard. No dice.

Had to go human. The shredded remnants of my clothes were balled on the other side of my makeshift prison. My cell phone better be there. We needed the cavalry. And I wouldn’t say no to a flamethrower.

I started to shift. My muscles rippled and fur smoothed into skin, but right as my body moved from cat-shaped to humanoid, a massive jolt of electricity tore through my body.

The fire circled my neck and corded out my muscles. I fell to the ground in a twitching pile.

Fuck, that hurt.

As the electricity faded, my body bled from the doughy half-form back to full panther. When I stopped twitching enough, I touched the collar with the pad of my paw.

The thing was solid and hot. Collars were always about dominance, and I’d worn my share of spiked, tie-me-up, bondage chokers under better circumstances, but this was fucking cruel.

And who the hell had a jungle-cat sized shock collar ready to go?

I needed to get to Ivory. But no shifting, no phone and the Alcatraz treatment left me with panther mojo and not much else.

One deep breath, and I worked a few thousand scents through my enhanced nose. Mold dominated the basement, but an icy-sweet scent wafted down from above. A group of icemen. Their scents were so similar I couldn’t tell how many there were, but it had to be more than three by the amount of particles in the air.

Ivory’s scent was distinct. It started with the same notes but had some smoke and heat to it, where the others were just cold.

I smelled stale coffee. Febreze. But nothing like blood.

Maybe Ivory was fine. If so, she was welcome to rescue me at any time. I’d be the damsel, no problem.

But she didn’t come, and whatever was going on with us, I was pretty sure she wouldn’t have wanted me chained to a wall. That meant she was captive too. Hopefully in nicer digs.

If they’d so much as scratched her…

I forced down visions of evisceration and made myself focus. The rumble of low conversation drifted through the floorboards.

“…her creature? This is overstepping—”

“He’s a beast.” The answer lifted my hackles. It was the banquet waiter. “I’m sure she would’ve hunted with us gladly.”

“We go without her?” Another voice. All of them sounded the same to me, and only the little bit of authority distinguished the waiter from the other ice-douches.

“We cannot tarry here. The queen wants her daughter back with urgency.”

Queen, eh? So my Ivory was a princess. It explained the bowing, and I’d take it if it meant she was safe.

“The hunting ground is prepared.” Another voice. That made at least four. “We need only wait for nightfall and the arrival of our transport.”

The group must’ve broken up after that, because all I could catch were footsteps and creaking floorboards. The tiny window was still frosted over, but by the light that seeped through, it wasn’t much past mid-day.

What was happening at nightfall? Transport meant someone was going somewhere…but who? Would they put Ivory on a plane straight for home and leave me chained in their basement? Or did they think I’d play good kitty and follow along? Shock collar or not, screw that.

By the talk of hunting, I had an inkling who was going to be the main event in their safari. 

Good. They’d have to come get me.

I paced as much as the chain allowed. I could already taste their blood.


Chapter Nine

Panther

They came just before nightfall. The cellar door creaked open and five icemen tromped downstairs.

If they’d ever had street clothes, they weren’t wearing them now. Instead they sported a macabre spread of skins and furs, a few with heads still attached. 

I hit them with a growl, but they didn’t flinch. Fuckers.

Banquet waiter’s tux had been replaced by a few polar bears, and a limp snow fox wrapped his shoulders. He lifted a black plastic rectangle. I might’ve guessed remote car starter if not for the ring around my rosy.

“You will cooperate.”

Another growl. Without vocal cords, my repertoire was limited.

“We will bring you upstairs and you will get into the van that’s waiting outside.”

Like hell I would.

He dangled the device. “I will not hesitate to use this. But if you don’t make me, you may ride in the van with Lady Valdís.”

My growl cut. Shit.

“I see we are in agreement.” He slipped around me and bent to unlock the chain. His eyes shifted to focus and I had to give it a try.

I pounced. 

Wham.

Current sizzled through my neck. My vision blanked and the scent of singed fur curled into my nose.

Hurt worse than when I’d tried to shift.

“No more warnings.” The chain jingled and slid loose. I would’ve kept snapping, but instead four of the icemen dragged me upstairs. My paws wouldn’t move in a line. I stumbled and cracked my nose against the doorframe. Didn’t help me see any straighter.

It was the same apartment where I’d been tranqed, so at least I still knew where we were. They hauled me out a different entrance, where a U-Haul backed up as close as it could get.

The thing was rigged out for big game, with a massive industrial strength cage crowding the back. Ivory sat on the other side of that thick wire mesh.

So I hopped in. Like a good kitty.

“Good cat.” The guy threw a series of bolts and slid down the grate, but I could eat his face off later.

I threw myself at the other side of the cage. Ivory was strapped into a modified bucket seat and a pool of brilliant blue light flowed from her hands. Was she hurt?

I roared. Nothing. She didn’t flinch. I hurled myself again and again, but no matter how hard I jangled the metal, she wouldn’t look away.

Whatever held her attention, it was almost too bright for my panther’s eyes. It swirled and flickered, coating her fingers in ice.

She was totally enthralled, and not because she wanted to be. Ivory would never volunteer to give up her control, and by the slack look on her face, her system was frozen.

Unfortunately, the van was mobile. We kicked into motion. It was stop and go through Manhattan, but we must’ve hit a bridge, because we picked up speed and started booking toward somewhere.

Long Island? Jersey? Where did they think they were going with a comatose ice princess and a super-sized panther? 

I flopped down, but kept my eyes on Ivory. Whatever was controlling her, she’d fight. No doubt of that.

When we got somewhere, I’d have to do the same. I was a patient predator, and I’d be ready to pounce at the first opening.

 

Ivory

All was cold. Frigid.

The world that spread in front of me swirled in flakes of white, an expanse of snow that stretched to the horizon. Hints of blue glittered at the edge of my vision. Ice sheets drifting across the sea.

I wanted to run. To chase and hunt the creatures that carved their lives out of this icescape.

This was home.

Nothing else existed. Nothing else mattered.

Nothing?

Something clanged outside my hearing. There had been something…once. A long time ago.

It was…

An ice fox darted past and the thought slipped away. The hunt was everything.

A spear flowed from my fingers and I sprinted through dunes of snow. This was my place.

 

Panther

It might’ve been an hour up the highway. No more than two, so we weren’t that far from the city. The grate rattled up.

“Welcome to the Catskills.”

Farmland. Or woodland. We parked at the edge of a dirt road. A little town glittered in the distance. Could I get there? 

No one unlocked my cage yet, but as soon as they did, I was making a break for it. Ice-boy rapped the steel. “We are going to hunt you.”

Oh. That was all?

“Behave as you would in the wild. If you can slay us, then slay.”

Slay you? No problem.

“The hunting ground is wired for your collar and you’ll be shocked if you try to escape. That is the only rule.” He whipped out an ice spear and the other four echoed the motion.

Maybe they were batshit, but if it was going to work for me…

I just couldn’t leave Ivory. She hadn’t shifted during the ride. She sat, frozen, enthralled by the light in her hands.

One of the minions glanced at the leader. “It will not be a long hunt if he does not leave the vehicle.”

“Go, cat.” Waiter-boy jerked his head. “Or I will use the device.”

I hesitated. Separating from Ivory wasn’t a good idea. Not that I planned on getting dead, but she’d be at their mercy as soon as I was out of the area. I needed her to stay where I could make sure she was safe. They wouldn’t hurt her, but Ivory would’ve preferred physical pain to a mental prison. 

Zzzzt.

A smaller zap, but it still popped sparks behind my eyes, and that made my decision. I leaped from the van and broke for the edge of the wood, stumbling a little, but once I was bounding, the juice stopped working its way through my system.

I’d come back for Ivory as soon as I eviscerated these assholes.

 

Ivory

The fox danced across snow and ice, leading a valiant chase, but the hunt ended with its blood on my spear. Red screamed against so much white.

Smearing the creature’s blood along my lower lip, I gave thanks. Its meat would go to my family’s pots and its skin across my shoulders.

As I bent to the carcass, a rabbit bounded in the distance. My next prey.

There would always be another hunt, and another after that. Forever, I would seek, and kill, and seek again.

It was my destiny.

But there was no joy in it. With the salty blood on my lips and the thrill of another imminent chase, I should’ve been coursing with energy.

I was tired.

Was there nothing else but this?

 

Panther

Upstate New York was no jungle. Dry air chilled my nose and pine needles crunched under my paws, but trees were trees. Even if the landscape wasn’t what I was built for, I could make it work. 

Better than being hunted through Manhattan.

I didn’t pick up any ice-scent, so the bastards were giving me a head start. Rookie move. If they wanted a real hunt, I’d make it happen.

Part of me wanted to give in to the panther’s darker instincts and go on a blood-lusty bender, but that wasn’t going to get me out of this. Nothing hunted panthers. They were deadly predators, but they lacked the instincts that kept smaller creatures alive.

Lucky my human side was big on self-preservation. I followed the tang of metal and fresh dirt. I just needed to find…

Bingo.

The device looked like a blinking golf ball that was jammed onto a pole. This was the perimeter.

I padded as close as I dared. I needed to investigate, but a big enough shock and I’d be fried like Original Recipe.

The earth smelled newly disturbed. The death fence couldn’t have been in place more than a week.

A week ago, I’d been in Auckland, trailing Mr. Heroes Suck. So why was there a scary high-tech hunting ground in the Catskills?

They hadn’t known Ivory and I would come to New York. Ivory couldn’t have been on their radar until she killed my mark and stumbled into the national spotlight. And they hadn’t rush-ordered the shock collar.

Everything had already been in place.

My hackles rose. And why not? Greater New York had one of the highest populations of supers in the world. If you wanted to hunt them, this was the perfect place. Close enough for convenience, but isolated enough that no one could hear the screams.

The icemen couldn’t have set it up on their own. No way. From what little Ivory had said about home, her people didn’t care about technology, money or anything else they’d need to swing this. They were being fed the resources and handed the dirty work. Which they happened to enjoy.

But this was big. If we could track it back to the anti-super faction—

A twig snapped.

Shit.

I dodged and the spear meant for my ribs shattered against the ground. The guy cursed. His crew wasn’t behind him.

A second spear shot through the night, but I was already bounding. I expected him at least to hesitate as a few tons of panther barreled toward him, but he gave a piercing war whoop and drew out another spear.

He met me halfway. We crashed, but I was faster and heavier. He bounced back and my fangs found his throat. The spray of blood was cold instead of hot, but no less satisfying.

The killing high didn’t last. As soon as he was definitely dead, I felt the slice of pain across my flank. The ice spear jutted over my hind leg.

A chorus of hunting cries echoed through the trees. The others would be here fast.

Without hands, my first-aid options were limited. I didn’t want the spear out. It was already bleeding too much and unplugging the hole would make that much more space for blood to flow. The wound screwed my chances of hiding my trail. Not that I had time for that.

I closed my jaws and bounded for a convenient pine tree. The angle was just right. Impact jarred and the spear snapped. I couldn’t stop a low whine as the rest of the ice-barb jabbed deeper, but it had to be done. 

The hunting calls circled closer. This was as good as it was getting until I was human again.

Keeping the blinky electro-golf balls in the corner of my eye, I bounded the perimeter. Definitely didn’t want to run into one of those by accident. 

Wind blew their scent my way. The icy sweetness twisted my nostrils like hot garbage. So similar to Ivory, but so totally different.

A shifting breeze brought me a hint of her. They’d moved the van, probably to get it off the road, but they couldn’t hide Ivory from me.

I cut into the wood, toward the center of the hunting ground. Too slow. My leg muscles screamed, but the ice spear bit deep, and as it melted, my blood ran. 

They chased in a pack. Even at my best, four on one wouldn’t fly. This was not my best. I needed reinforcements.

I had to get to Ivory.

She could stop them or kick their asses herself. I could’ve lounged and watched the carnage, but the idea of putting her in danger made my fur stand on end. 

The van was parked next to a stand of pines. I scented Ivory inside, but there was no way I could work door handles with claws. 

So how could I get in?

I stretched, leaning my front paws against the driver’s side window. The key stuck out from the ignition. Much good that did me.

If I couldn’t get in, I had to get Ivory out. I’d tipped a cow once. A U-Haul couldn’t be that much harder. 

The hunters drew closer and closer. Not much time.

Extending my claws, I sprang to a low branch on the oak tree closest to the van. I had to hit it high and hard or the van wasn’t going to budge. As running footsteps crunched closer, I climbed another branch.

This had to work. If it didn’t, I’d be dead and Ivory would be lost. And what did it say about me that the second option sounded worse?

My muscles bunched and I sprang. I flew across the gap, twisting mid-air to shoulder into the metal.

Bang.

I hit at full speed. The spear in my side gave a healthy twinge, but the van rocked. 

“Stop him!” The icemen careened into the clearing.

I landed on all fours and dodged the first spear. The second hit me in the flank. A scream tore up my throat and I almost fell, but I couldn’t stop.

Not until Ivory was free.

I ducked my head under the van. It still rocked enough. Cording every muscle in my body, I lifted. As the tires rose, I squeezed underneath, fighting for every inch of leverage I could find.

Spears shattered against the side of the van. They couldn’t get to me as long as I was under.

With a last massive heave, I thrust upward. It broke the equilibrium.

The van tipped.

And my cover was gone.

A few of the spears clattered around me. I dodged some more, but the ice-douches had an unlimited supply and their aim was deadly.

If I could just make the edge of the woods…

A spear buried itself in my chest. After the first flash of pain, it didn’t hurt nearly as much as it should’ve.

Shit. That was bad.

My feet collapsed under me as more spears crashed, surrounding me in a prison of ice. But something stirred inside the van. I might’ve tried to take another one of them with me to death, but instead I relaxed.

Ivory would kick the shit out of them for me.


Chapter Ten

Ivory

White, white, white, the tundra stretched. Cold and empty.

Did I truly belong here?

Somewhere else, there were colors and warmth. I wanted to see and feel them again.

Again?

Hadn’t I always been here?

A flash of movement drew my eye. A black form sped across the snow, barreling toward me.

So dark and loud against the ice. At this season, only a creature with a death wish would be colored that way.

Fur. Fangs.

A panther? My skin tingled. I recognized those yellow eyes…

“Panther!”

The vision pricked like mist as the world roiled around me. Shattered glass chimed in the darkness. My shoulder slammed the ground, and hot slashes of pain dug into my side.

Where was I? As the rocking settled, I smelled diesel and pinesap.

Cold blood flowed from my arms. I brushed the glass away, pricking my finger on an icy shard.

The snow globe.

Kevan.

He’d known that much elemental power would draw me into a dream state. No doubt he and the others had planned to haul me back to my mother. It was the kind of thing she would’ve ordered.

To what end, I wasn’t sure. In killing me she’d gain my powers, but perhaps she simply wanted to beat me into taking up my duties once more. Leaving that madness was the smartest thing I’d ever done.

Now they would pay. For the murders, and for daring to steal my freedom.

A cat’s scream sliced through my fury.

Panther. He’d freed me somehow. 

Goddess. They must be hunting him. There was no way they could’ve resisted.

I jumped to my feet. My eyes adjusted to the lack of light. I was trapped inside some sort of cargo area, penned by a cage. Metal walls met my fingertips. Thin metal.

With the cold and fury inside me spilling over, I knew what to do. I pictured the inside of a glacier—colder than cold. The energy shot through my fingertips and an ice-sheet formed against the wall. I melted it. Repeated. Melted again.

As the third coat of ice blasted the metal, it groaned. Enough cold could make anything brittle.

I kicked a door out of the van’s ceiling. Panther sprawled on the ground, barred in by a circle of ice spears. He’d been hit, but how badly?

Kevan whirled my way. “Lady Valdís. Are you h—”

I punched him under the ribs. His spear shattered against the ground as he fell gasping to his knees.

“How dare you raise your spear against my creature?” I yanked his chin up, forcing him to meet my gaze. “You kill innocents and betray your princess. Where is your honor?”

“No…I—” Kevan couldn’t catch his breath. He knew what I was going to do to him.

I’d never dreamed of using my true power. It had passed to me through my mother and back through time from the Goddess herself. So long I’d tried to cut myself away from it, but now my blood demanded justice. It was my duty to call back the power that Kevan and the others abused.

The result would not be pleasant for me. All four were fully grown warriors. It was a lot of power.

“We are…loyal to you…my lady.” Kevan lifted his hands to plead.

“I live among humans now.” I cupped his chin. “You slaughtered my people. You are no longer one of my tribe.”

Kevan’s shoulders jerked. Perhaps he’d found some remorse, but it was too late for mercy.

A cold well nestled at the center of his being. I reached for it, and with the same twist it took to draw ice into my body, I tugged at the chill.

It bled into me like the year’s first snowflakes, slowly at first, then thicker and heavier until a blizzard of power whirled. Too much to contain. Ice crept up my arms and frost blossomed at my feet.

Kevan fell limp in the patch of frozen grass. Not dead, though he may wish for death without his powers. He was simply human now.

The other three tried to run.

Columns of ice sprang up at my will, freezing their legs mid-stride. I couldn’t remember their names. Better that way. They no longer existed to me.

Three more times, I took ice into my body. When four bodies lay motionless around me, I shattered the spears of Panther’s prison. I couldn’t feel the energy from the fifth man, but by the blood on Panther’s muzzle, he was already dead. I knelt at the big cat’s side, sickened by the horror of his wounds.

Goddess help me.

So much power. So cold. It screamed and blustered inside. Snowflakes blotted my vision. Where did the power end and I begin? My thoughts tangled in the swirl.

Something warm touched my fingers. Wet and rough. Panther lapped my fingers with his tongue. He could barely open his eyes, yet he offered me comfort.

I stroked the velvety fur at his nose. “You’ll be fine. I’ll find help.”

He purred, but the sound shifted into a heart-tearing wheeze. How many creatures had I seen slain this way? Thousands? In all my years, I’d never been so rocked by the sight of blood. It slicked his fur like oil, dark and ominous.

He couldn’t end this way. Not such a beautiful creature.

Not my Panther. 

What good was this energy if I couldn’t save him? That was my answer. I would save him.

As gently as I could, I froze over his wounds. His haunches twitched with the pain, and I flinched, but better pain than death. Burns matted the fur around his collars. With a touch, I iced its locking mechanism, and it fell away.

Panther didn’t shift back to human. It took all his willpower to keep breathing.

He could not die.

I conjured a column of ice and flipped the van upright. Its doors were unlocked. Flush with so much power, it was nothing to lift Panther’s weight with a second ice pillar. I eased him onto the wide seat in front. He was too massive for it to be comfortable, but I wouldn’t place him in back where I wouldn’t be able to see him.

We had to hurry. 

I vaulted over the van’s hood rather than go around and swung into the driver’s seat. Panther moved his head onto my lap. It was the greatest motion he was capable of.

My poor creature. I rubbed at his head with one hand and started the ignition with the other.

The van bumped and wobbled over the uneven forest floor. I took it slow, but a whimper escaped Panther’s jaws.

This wasn’t fast enough. But what could I do?

I almost cried at the sight of the road. Easing the van across a shallow ditch, I spotted light in the distance.

A town. It would have a hospital. A telephone.

I needed the Ten.

 

Panther

I couldn’t do more than twitch my whiskers, but the world rattled around me. We hurtled toward somewhere, and I didn’t care much past that.

Ivory was with me.

She stroked my fur and whispered reassurances. She wasn’t hurt.

That was everything.

I stirred when she shifted away from me. Where was she going?

“Shh.” Ivory held my head steady. “I will come back with help.”

I sagged. I couldn’t feel much of my body. Help was probably a good idea. I must’ve drifted out, but Ivory’s yells brought me back.

“…then find someone who can care for him!”

The response didn’t carry, but whatever it was, she didn’t like it.

“Then call for a helicopter. That is Panther of the Manhattan Ten. Do you want his death on your town’s conscience?”

More mumbles.

“Yes, I’m Ivory, and if he dies, you will answer to me.”

I loved when she owned it. Maybe she’d even stay. 

If she tried to go home, I’d better die and reincarnate as a snow leopard. Death couldn’t keep me away from her now.

 

Ivory

The townspeople were idiots. And what sort of backwater village lacked a hospital?

The best they could muster was a veterinarian. The man squinted through his glasses and moved his mouth like a fish—as if he’d never seen a panther before.

It was nothing but a large cat. Someone had to be able to help.

“Give me the phone.”

The vet didn’t back away from me, but by the wideness of his eyes, it was obvious he wanted to. “We called 911—” 

Icicles blossomed from my arms until I looked like an arctic porcupine. I couldn’t control it. Too much power swirled inside me, and I feared bottling it would force an explosion. “Not good enough.”

“You can use m-my cell phone…” The man held it out with a shaking hand.

Finally, he was being helpful. But how did I get in touch with the Ten? 

“Try 119.” The man finally backed away.

I stalked back to the van, punching the numbers as best I could with ice-crusted fingers.

Every one of Panther’s pained breaths was a javelin to my heart. Hours lived in the moments between those breaths. He could not last forever. I’d stopped his external bleeding with ice, but the wounds were deep, and my power was not for healing.

I needed help.

“Manhattan Ten. What’s your emergency?”

Finally.

“Give me Angel. Now.”

“I’m sorry. She’s in a meet—”

“NOW!” It came out a roar. “Panther’s hurt.”

“One moment.”

“Ivory? What happened?” Tension gripped Angel’s voice. But not panic. That was me.

I wanted to scream with relief. “Please. Panther’s badly injured.”

“What form?”

“What?” Between the searing power and crushing worry, I couldn’t follow.

“Is he human or panther?”

“Panther.”

She cursed in Spanish, but I heard her bustling. She was going to fix this. Angel could fix anything. “Ivory?”

“I’m tracking the call and I’ll have your GPS coordinates in about twenty seconds. Jet will be there a minute after that with a med kit. I’ve got a copter lifting off with our emergency team now. Do you have a doctor there?”

“A vet.” 

“Good. He can administer the injections…okay, got you.” Keys clicked. “And Jet’s on the way.”

“Thank you.” As much as I wanted to sag, I wouldn’t be able to relax until Panther was safe in a hospital.

“Anytime. Bring him home safe.”

“I will.” I clicked the phone and off and stroked Pan’s nose as I waited for Jet. It was the longest minute of my life.

A gust of wind whipped at my clothes and Jet appeared. He clutched a massive bag embroidered with the M-10 logo, but his eyes widened as he spotted Panther.

“Here.” He dropped the kit. “Where’s the doctor?”

“Over there.” The vet had retreated as far from me as he could, ducking into the gas station across the street.

“Got him.” Jet disappeared, and three seconds later he was back, pulling the man’s arm.

“Help Panther.” I gestured to the bag of supplies.

The man tugged away from Jet. “I don’t know what he needs…” 

“Couldn’t be easier.” Jet unzipped the kit. It was split into two pockets. One with general supplies like gauze, scissors and tape. The second compartment was jammed with labeled trays of filled syringes.

Thunder. Steel. Panther.

Even one for Ivory.

Jet pulled out Panther’s course. The shots were labeled too. There were treatments for blood loss, shock, poisoning, and radiation. I couldn’t read the drug names, but that much I could understand.

“Ah.” The vet poked through the tubes until he found the ones he wanted. “This’ll do.”

This’ll do?

This was a miracle. 

Pan slipped into a deep sleep after he’d been stuck with half the needles in his course of injections. Jet shot around doing something—maybe appeasing the steadily growing crowd of locals—but I wasn’t leaving Panther’s side.

The helicopter blades were the sweetest sound I’d ever heard.

As soon as the copter landed, the medical team jumped for it. I was ready to move Panther with an ice luge, but one of the EMTs was quicker. She levitated him out of the van and onto a waiting gurney.

Technicians hooked him up to IVs and took measurements with a frenzy. They weren’t at all fazed by dealing with a giant panther. 

“Don’t worry,” the levitation woman said. “We’ve treated him before. It’s bad, but you saved him, freezing his wounds closed. The drugs will keep him stable until we get back to the tower.”

“Thank you.” All I could do was stroke Panther’s fur and stare. It hadn’t been me who saved him. It was all of the Ten’s resources. If I hadn’t been able to get in touch with Angel…

I would’ve been shattered.

When did Panther become so important to me? His existence was more than an acquaintance, but we weren’t friends. Lovers, perhaps?

Only once, and it had been sensational, but we lacked the level of shared experience that label deserved.

He’d called us partners.

The moment I glimpsed his shifted form, something clicked inside me. We were meant to hunt together. With Panther at my side, there was no game we couldn’t fell. Nothing we couldn’t accomplish.

There was much to learn about the man, but…I wanted to.

“Ah…” The medic touched my shoulder. “Can you step away?”

My icicle spikes grew out of control, edging dangerously close to Panther and the machines that kept him alive.

I bit the power back as far as I could and retreated from the gurney. It caused me physical pain to step away from the helicopter, but I couldn’t endanger Pan by flying along.

I’d been worried my run-in with the Ten would ruin my life among the humans, but in the end, my own people were the ones responsible. 

My own powers.

I would never be able to mix with humans again. Perhaps not even super humans. Where was my place now?

The helicopter lifted into the air. Panther had to recover.

When he did, we would have a talk about places.

First, I had unfinished business.

“Not going along?” Jet appeared at my side.

“I can’t.” As if he couldn’t see the six-inch icicles that sprouted from my arms. “Do you have to get back?”

“No hurry. Why?”

“You can help me round up the ones who did this to him. The ones responsible for the other murders.”

Jet rubbed his hands together, and a dark smile twisted his striking features. “Race you there?”

I rolled my eyes. “Follow me.”

We were halfway there before I realized I was playing part of the team.

But was that good, or bad?

 

Panther

Machines beeped. I was moved and jostled. Everything hurt, but the pain was good. Time passed and drugs washed into my system.

When I finally came to, sunlight streamed through my window. Manhattan skyline. I was home. In the medical suite, but still home.

It took effort, but I turned my head. Tank sat at my bedside, working his way through a newspaper. I was grateful, but his wasn’t the face I wanted to see.

“Where is she?”

“Roof. Trying to get her powers under control.” Tank’s newspaper rustled. “And I’m cheating by saying this, but if she wasn’t afraid of hurting you, she’d be the one in this chair.”

Damn. I needed to see her. Needed to touch her and mark her with my scent. I hated that Tank knew things about her that I didn’t.

Tank sighed. “Think you guys can keep the thoughts down enough that I don’t have to flee the state?”

“No promises.” I yanked out my IV and hopped off the bed. Not smart. I wobbled but grabbed a chair before I bit it. After a few shaky steps, my feet moved better. But not perfect. Super or not, major blood loss stung. So did medical staples.

I shambled to the elevator and hauled my way up the last set of stairs to the roof. I smelled her before I saw her. 

Ivory’s scent was amplified. It was her own icy-sweetness multiplied by a thousand, and it was as tempting as it was frightening. She’d been powerful before, but now her energy crackled.

Turning the corner, I skipped a breath.

It was a winter wonderland in the middle of Manhattan. Snowbanks mounded the roof and Ivory lay in the middle of it all. A snow angel.

My snow angel.

Ice scaled over her arms like armor. She took deep breaths and it receded, but more snowflakes fell from the sky.

I didn’t want to disturb her, but I had to hear her voice. “Having trouble?”

As she jerked, icy spikes pin-cushioned her body. Good thing I hadn’t tried to jump her.

A few more deep breaths and the ice melted away. “You’re well?” She ignored my question.

“Fine.” And I was. In front of Ivory, the pain and weakness all flowed away. I pushed through snow, breaking a path toward her. “You saved me.”

“No.” She stood and a cascade of sparkling ice shed from her. “You saved me. I would’ve been transported home like a log for my mother’s hearth.”

“You’re the princess?”

“Not anymore.”

My chest clenched, but I had to know. “Will you go home? To confront her? Or back to your old life…”

“I fear I have no home.” She lifted a hand that glistened with ice, and waved it over the wintry roof-scape. “I took the power from Kevan and the others, and we turned them over to the police. I wouldn’t have been welcomed before that, and now…I can’t control it.”

My pulse sped. Maybe… “Say it again.”

“What?” Ivory’s brow wrinkled.

“You lost control.”

“I lost all control.” 

That was exactly what I wanted to hear. “About time.”

 

Ivory

Panther’s smile heated my blood. Goddess, it was amazing to see him on his feet. Waiting for him to heal had been agonizing. I’d thought…

But here he was, up and needling me again. I’d even missed that.

“You’re pleased?”

“I’m fucking ecstatic.” Panther plowed through the snow until he loomed in front of me.

“I’m dangerous.” So much energy clamored inside me. I had to vent it constantly or worry I’d wake to find Manhattan buried in a few feet of unseasonable snow. I’d spend the rest of my life on the edge, always close to losing myself to the torrent of ice.

“So am I.” His fangs extended. “We all are.”

“But you control your beast. It doesn’t control you.”

“Ruin fried our flat screen last week and Nil ashed his computer. Hell, Cyclone floods his floor every other day. No one expects us to be perfect.”

A wisp of hope grew inside me. But… “The workers in your office. And the police and other humans you work with. It’s not safe for me to be around them.”

“So don’t be. There’s no rush. Figure out how to handle it, and in the meantime, the Boss will keep you honest. We’ve got an investigation to finish together, right?”

Tank. I’d forgotten his ability to suppress my powers. I’d thought it an annoyance, but now it was a blessing. He could stop me from causing harm. And Pan was right. We’d taken care of Kevan, but the hateful masterminds who wanted all supers dead were still out there. Maybe I could have a purpose. 

“And you?” I shook another layer of ice off my shoulders. “You’ll be in the most danger if you stay close to me.”

“You won’t hurt me.” Panther leaned down until our eyes were level. “And fair warning, this is about how close I plan to stay. I’ll help you deal with whatever you need to deal with.”

As warmth spread through my limbs, some of the ice melted. “Am I truly welcome here?” 

“Valdís.” Panther touched my cheek. “Anywhere I am, I’ll make a place for you.”

“Call me Ivory.” I covered his hand with my own and heat soaked into my skin. “I need a fresh start.”

“You’ll stay?”

“Yes.” Where else would I go? I belonged neither with the ice people, nor with normal humans.

Panther understood what it was to be in-between. Both of us were too wild, and as a pair…we fit.

He offered me a hand. I was quite capable of walking on my own, but I didn’t want to when I could stay connected to him. As soon as he had me in his grasp, he growled and swung me off my feet. No man had ever been able to do that.

“Since we’re starting fresh, you might as well move down to the tenth floor. Better lighting down there.” Panther kicked open the roof door.

“Is that all?”

“No.” He lifted me up and crushed my mouth with a deep, deep kiss. I was breathless when we hit the elevator, and he only paused long enough to punch the button.

The doors almost closed on us three times before we stumbled into the apartment. Heat seared into me. Panther’s breath, his hands, everything was so warm. We finally fell onto his bed, tangling until he felt like a part of me. One I wasn’t willing to let go.

“I want you to stay with me.” Panther lifted onto his elbows. “I’m a possessive bastard, but I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you here.”

“Do I look like I’m running?” I arched up and planted a kiss on his collarbone.

“God, no.” He dropped and rolled, crushing me in his arms. “You look perfect.”

“Then we don’t need to talk anymore, do we, my Panther?” I stroked down his chest, over the taut muscles, so warm, so welcoming.

This was where I belonged.

He growled and flipped me again. This time, he sat on top, pressing me into the mattress. “I’ll be yours anytime.” Panther began unbuttoning my shirt. “But one favor?”

“Yes?” Transfixed by his fingers, I was in no position to refuse.

“Call me Balam.” He took my nipple between his teeth.

“Balam…” My spine arched.

“Don’t worry about overusing it.” He added a swirl of tongue and moved to feed at my mouth again. “My Ivory.”

So flushed and heated, the power inside me misted away. All that existed was the bed and my beautiful creature. My hunting partner. My lover. My balance.

I hadn’t known how empty I was. Now I overflowed.

“I will never let you go.” I spoke the words in my language, but a growl rumbled in response.

“Don’t know what it means, but you’re mine now.”

Yes. I was.
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Manhattan Ten, Book 1

Kidnapping a super-powered suspected felon from a Vegas bachelor party is another day at the office for Jenny Ray, alias Temptress. With one kiss, any naughty supe’s powers are hers. Except this time she’s caught by her mark’s boss, who’s no ordinary superhero. 

It’s Thinktank, leader of the toughest hero crew around. One destroyed men’s room and near-toilet-drowning later, Jenny’s forced to steal an innocent hero’s powers. 

For a super brain, Tank’s feeling pretty idiotic. First, he let Jenny close enough to get to him. Second, he’s helpless against the tide of desire that rises in him every time he kisses her. Which he’s doing a lot, since she’s trying to give him back his power—only it’s not working. As he shadows her on her various freelance casino security jobs, he realizes she’s no she-demon—she’s a time bomb. Her acquired powers are shredding her, body and soul. 

As they give in to desire, a shadowy figure from Jenny’s past surfaces with a kidnapping plan of his own. Jenny will do anything—even level Las Vegas—to rescue the man she loves. But there may not be anything left of her when the dust settles.

Warning: Contains high-stakes poker, high-end cocktails, and high-flying over Las Vegas skies. Never drink and fly!

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Temptress:

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hooray for justice.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bastard.

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

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

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

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

Ick. Cold. Disgusting.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


He thinks he’s seen everything…until he encounters a woman he can’t see at all…
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The Phoenix Institute, Book 1.5

As a teen, Lucy left home to gain the independence to pursue her dreams. When a renegade scientist captured and used her as a guinea pig, she escaped, but not unscathed. Rendered permanently invisible and with little memory of her previous life, she has transformed herself into Noir, a rogue crime fighter with one goal: find and stop her tormentor from harming anyone else.

Police Lieutenant Aloysius James thought he’d seen it all in the crumbling and corrupt Charlton City, but a brutal bank robbery committed by a monster has left him feeling he’s out of his depth. One man is missing from the scene and if he isn’t found soon, Al fears he’ll be as dead as the rest.

Al is unprepared for the one woman with the key to solving the case—Noir, who seems equally surprised he doesn’t find her unique ability repulsive.

Together they go out into the night, joining forces to track the monster down. They never expected their desperate alliance would generate a force of a different kind. Attraction…and desire.

Warning: This book contains sex without sight, requiring the characters to do everything—yes, everything—by touch alone.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Luminous:

She raised her head, and he could now see below the rim of the hat. Her face was covered by black mesh, the kind they used in Halloween costumes. All of her was over the top, like something out of a comic book.

“What is this? Am I supposed to be scared?”

“I’m guessing you are scared since you’re pointing a gun at me.”

Wiseass. “What’s your name?”

“Noir.”

Gimme a break. “Come closer. Let me see you’re not hiding anything under the cape.”

She swept the cape over her shoulders. The jacket hugged her chest, proving that she was definitely a woman. The skintight clothing hugged her in all the right places, especially around her small waist. Nicely shaped legs too.

He saw no weapons or hint of any weapon.

“Will you please put your gun down?” she asked. “If I’d wanted to hurt you, I could have done that without showing myself. It’s not like you noticed me before I spoke up.”

Definitely a wiseass. Great. It was true he’d paid little attention to his surroundings as he’d stumbled up the steps to his apartment. She’d likely slipped in behind him, somehow.

All he’d wanted was a few minutes of peace and quiet. Not another freak. One today was enough.

He took a couple of steps to the wall and flicked the switch on the living-room light. He stared at her for a minute, and when she made no move, finally holstered his gun. Training said never do that in the face of an enemy, but hey, he was in a mood to gamble. Either that, or too tired to care.

“Who are you?” he asked. “Besides Noir?”

“I know who killed all those bank employees. I know who kidnapped the teller,” she said, avoiding his question. “The monster’s name is Jack. I can tell you all about him.”

The killer was a monster, but this one, despite wearing black leather well, was also some sort of freak. It made a certain weird logic they were acquainted.

Al collapsed on his couch and waved his hand at the armchair across from him. There would be a price for her information. There was always a price. No one volunteered to get involved in a homicide investigation without wanting something in return. Though he had to admit, he’d talk to the devil himself to prevent another fucking mess like that in the bank and to save that kid from becoming another casualty.

Noir hesitated a second before sitting across from him.

“What do you want in exchange for your information?” he asked.

“All I want is for you to help me find Jack, his sister and the missing teller.”

“The monster’s name is Jack. So you’ve said twice now. He has a sister too?”

“Yeah. Jack’s human—well, he was once—but he’s just what you said, a monster now. He’s not in charge of anything. Jill, his sister, is the planner and probably the one who sent him to the bank.”

“Jack and Jill?” Al snorted. That upped the freak factor. And he’d thought it couldn’t go any higher.

“I so wish they were a nursery rhyme,” Noir said. “Jill is some sort of doctor or scientist. She probably needed the cash from the robbery to fund her research.”

Noir leaned back in the chair and crossed her legs. Her boots—black, of course—were knee-high. Sleek and dangerous. Her getup should have made her look ridiculous, but somehow it didn’t. As superhero costumes went, it worked. He wondered how old she was. She seemed so self-possessed, but she had a young voice.

“What type of research is Jill involved in?” Al asked.

“Genetic research to alter body types. She’s what caused Jack to change from human into that monster you saw on the video.”

A mad scientist? Great. Add that to the crazy list. “That’s hard to believe.”

Noir could be as unbalanced as this “Jack” obviously was. Too bad. He wondered if her face matched the killer body.

He shook his head, walked to the kitchen and pulled a Coke out of the fridge. He needed a break to think of his next move. She was either crazy or had information he needed. Or both. Whichever it was, he wanted to keep her talking.

“Want a drink?” he called.

“No.”

“Right, that would require you to show your face.”

“Do you want to hear this or not?” she snapped.

He opened the Coke and leaned in the kitchen doorway. “If I hadn’t seen the bank video, I’d think you were insane. And I’d be arresting you for breaking into my apartment.”

“But you’ve seen what Jack can do. And you need me.”

“Maybe.” He chugged the Coke, wishing it were beer. But not while he was on duty. Okay, probably not ever, if he was being honest with himself. “But why come to me? Sure, I’m a detective, but I wasn’t the senior detective on the scene.”

“I saw you there,” she said in a whisper. “I saw how you reacted to the victims. You care. You want to help.”

“You were watching me?” Just how had she snuck into the crime scene?

“I was looking for Jack.” A pause. “I picked up his trail but I got there too late.”

“I didn’t see anyone who looked remotely like you.” Though how could he know that when he really hadn’t seen her? There was no telling what she looked like without the cape, cowl, hat and all that black leather.

“I stayed out of sight,” she said.

“I’ll bet.” He sighed. “Look, I know Jack’s real. I know I need to catch him. That’s why I’m listening to you. But how do I know your information is good? For all I know, you’re as crazy as he is.”

“I can tell you what kind of equipment Jill uses for her lab and some of the chemicals she needs. Would that help track her down to where the hostage might be?”

“It would.” It definitely would. Crazy or not, it was the best lead he had, and that missing bank teller wasn’t getting any safer as time passed. But he needed more to go on.

Al set the empty can on the counter. “The thing is, I need a reason to trust you. For all I know, you could be working with Jack and Jill. Or making them up. Or have a hidden agenda. Right now, all I have is someone who broke into my place. You see the problem?”

She stood and the cape swirled around her. “I’ve got to stop them. I’ve got to save the hostage.”

“Why you?” he said. “What’s your angle?”

She said nothing.

“Maybe you have a speech ready about great power bringing great responsibility?”

She snorted. “Not likely.”

“At least let me see your face. I can’t trust someone who won’t look me in the eye.”

“You’ll be waiting a long time for that.” She put out a hand. “But, yeah, I see your problem. I know I sound crazy—” She began pulling off a glove, finger by finger. “Like I said, Jill’s playing with altering DNA. I don’t know exactly what she’s doing. I didn’t pay enough attention in science class, I guess. But I’m familiar with the results.”

Noir finished taking off the glove and held up her arm for inspection. “Jill did this to me.”

There was no hand above the wrist cuff.

“She cut off your hand? Fuck!” Al walked closer.

“No, you’ve got it wrong,” she said. “Hold out your hand and I’ll show you.”

He did as she asked. She extended the arm that ended at the wrist to him, as if she meant to give him a phantom handshake.

His hand was gripped by…something. It felt just like a handshake. He could feel the impressions of her fingers on the back of his hand.

But he couldn’t see them.

His mouth fell open. “Your hand is invisible?”

“Not just my hand.” Her grip tightened. “My whole body is invisible.”


Ivory

 

 

 

Lola Dodge

 

 

 

 

That cold day in hell? It’s here…

 

Manhattan Ten, Book 2

If Ivory’s fellow flight attendants whisper that she has ice in her veins, they’d be right. She’s spent years ruthlessly suppressing her dangerous ice powers, pretending she didn’t grow up wild on the tundra.

Her legendary coolness has held solid—until a crazed attacker snaps her composure, unleashing her ice beast and blowing her cover. And she’s not sure if the man who defuses the situation is any less dangerous.

When Panther’s trans-Atlantic catnap is interrupted by Ivory’s ice spear through his mark’s gut, he doesn’t hesitate to claim her as one of the Manhattan Ten. It’s the only way to shield her from prosecution. It doesn’t hurt that the Nordic beauty puts his inner cat on the prowl.

Panther tempts Ivory in every smoldering way, but to let him melt her resistance is a risk she can’t afford. But when her past rises up to claim her, Pan is caught in the crossfire…and the only way to save him is to let the beast claim her, body and soul.

 

Warning: Contains one smoldering ice vixen and the sexy beast man who wants to get his claws all over her. Make sure your icemaker is in tip-top shape before reading. Mukluks optional.
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