
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Simply unforgettable…and wildly dangerous.

			Manhattan Ten, Book 4

			Angelina Márquez’s perfect memory recall makes her ideally suited to manage the Manhattan Ten superhero crew, a task that sometimes borders on insanity. Still, the price of being everything to everyone is high.

			A recruiting trip to UCLA does nothing to cure her chronic insomnia. Intel indicates someone in the L.A. Pack may be harboring anti-super sentiment. On top of that, she’s sent to retrieve a straight-out-of-the-jungle panther shifter being detained at LAX. 

			Tequani was looking forward to visiting his hero brother, but when civilization unexpectedly brings out his claws, he’s court-ordered to stick with Angel while his paws are on U.S. soil. He’s fully prepared to be bored out of his skull—except Angel’s talents and beauty fill the vacant places in his soul.

			Angel can’t seem to stop Quan from burning himself into her mind, right down to the exact dimensions of his abdominals. But when they fall into a trap, survival means pooling every one of their talents. A move that could balance their souls…or throw their hearts into dangerous chaos.

			Warning: Feeding panther-shifters results in territorial behavior and steamy displays of affection. Be on the lookout for claw marks, love bites and heavy petting.
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			Thanks, as always, to my #1 reader, Aileen. I couldn’t do it without you!

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Angel

			I could curse at Steel in every one of my ten languages and it wouldn’t be enough. “Another club fight?”

			“It wasn’t my fault.” Steel leaned against the table of his interrogation room—after his fifth incident in as many months, they might as well engrave his name on the door. Subtitle: playboy pain in my ass.

			“Have you tried to stop smiling at girls with boyfriends?” A smile was all he needed. With his rumpled post-fight hair, killer blue eyes and a face flushed from I didn’t want to know how many shots, he looked every inch the cover model. I wasn’t complaining when the royalties on his last photo book alone were paying the rent and utilities for the Manhattan Ten headquarters, but it was 3 a.m. and I’d been blissfully asleep for once when Sgt. Clinton Jones called my direct number.

			It was Steel’s fault I was on a first-name basis with half the NYPD, but I was the designated babysitter for all M10-related incidents. Especially those involving drunk and disorderly heroes.

			“She smiled at me first.” Steel tried to give me the same treatment, fluttering his lashes like a high-school cheerleader, but he leaned in too far and snapped his handcuffs with his super strength. “Oops.” He pinched the chain back in place.

			“Stop flirting and I’ll get you bailed out.” I’d been immune to his charms for years and wasn’t in the mood to play. Wearing zero makeup and hiding pajamas under my trench coat made me cranky.

			“That’s my Angel.” Steel blew a kiss.

			Dios mío. One of these days, I was going to kill him.

			Sgt. Jones waited in the hallway. His dark hairline was receding more than expected for mid-thirties, but his kids were two and five, and his wife, Monica had passed away from breast cancer last year.

			At the sight of him, waves of images and information flooded my head.

			Home address 5B #401, Bleecker Street, Bushwick.

			Sgt. Jones extending his hand as we meet for the first time on December 8th, 2011. “Are you Angelina Márquez?”

			Dozens of other conversations fought for my attention. “How long have you been with the Ten?” “We can’t lower the bail this time, Angel.” “Cup of coffee for you?”

			No.

			I tamped down the inevitable rush of memories and gathered data. The total recall was always there, whether or not the information was relevant or wanted. I’d gotten used to working around the stray bursts over the years, and the power to remember everything was generally an asset, but I was being flooded in useless memories more and more often and I couldn’t do my job if I couldn’t focus on the task at hand.

			Right now, that was getting Steel out of trouble. I took a cleansing breath and forced away the superfluous associations.

			“He all right in there?” Sgt. Jones asked.

			“He’s fine. Let’s do the paperwork and I’ll get him out of your hair.” I followed the sergeant to his office; after so many incidents, we had the procedure down to a science. I signed the legal documents and approved M10 funds for the estimated damages. Only twenty grand tonight. Very tame by Steel standards. “Should I expect any criminal charges?” I’d already left a few messages for the legal team.

			“Not likely.” The sergeant shifted the relevant papers into his Steel file. “No broken bones, and my officers got a handful of witnesses saying he tried to stay out of it. I don’t know what they put in the drinks at these clubs, but all the kids want to fight the superhero. Lucky for us he’s such a cooperative guy.”

			That was one of Steel’s few redeeming qualities. He went peacefully with the authorities and cooperated when he could’ve broken out by sneezing too hard.

			So why did the authorities send Temptress to pick him up in Vegas?

			I bit down hard before that memory jaunt could get started. Not now. I wanted to get back to headquarters and pretend I’d be able to fall back asleep, but my brain was already whirring with cases that needed to be followed up tomorrow, and Nil’s birthday was Tuesday, and merchandising wanted to talk about a set of Manhattan Ten figurines, and Ivory needed some new outfits to replace the ones that Pan kept tearing off her—

			I took a deep breath. “We have to stop meeting like this.”

			“Agreed.” The sergeant shook my hand and led the way back to the interrogation room. Steel had snapped his handcuff chain again, only now he was passed out with his head on his arms.

			Oh no he didn’t.

			If I didn’t sleep, he didn’t sleep. I pinched his nose and he jolted.

			“You just break another pair of my cuffs?” Sgt. Jones folded his arms in the doorway.

			“Sorry, sir,” Steel said. “Couldn’t help it.”

			“Just toss ’em.” The sergeant rubbed a hand against his scalp. “I don’t know why I bother anymore. You’re destroying my budget.”

			Steel pulled the cuffs off his wrists like they were snap bracelets and set the mangled remains on the table. I tugged his sleeve, hauling him to his feet. “I’m sure Steel would love to headline your next fundraising benefit to make up for that.”

			“Yeah. Totally.” Steel wasn’t convincing anyone, but he’d agreed and he’d do it with a smile. It was a good cause.

			The sergeant’s eyes practically twinkled. “Best news I’ve heard all night.”

			It should be. Steel’s core fans included a loyal following of New York heiresses.

			Our business done, I tugged the offending hero outside. We had to duck past the cameras waiting at the station’s steps, but that didn’t stop the reporters from calling out questions.

			“Angel! What’s he in for this time?”

			“Steel! How you feeling? When’s the new movie out?”

			I covered my face with a hand and hustled Steel into our waiting car before he stopped to give interviews.

			As we chugged back to Midtown, he passed out again with his forehead pressed against the glass, but I wasn’t thankful for the silence. With no one to help and nothing to do but wait to get back to the tower, it was either relive an endless stream of memories or review my to-do list. Meet with PR and legal first thing to clear up the latest Steel hijinks. Send Steel, Jet and Panther reminders to get a gift for Nil’s birthday party—which would be informal because he didn’t like a fuss. Get Thunder’s report on the New York State super legislation. Talk to the shipping company in Vegas about packing up Temptress’s penthouse—

			Jenny Ray wearing a peach-colored sundress, her hair in sexy blonde tangles as she stands in the crook of Tank’s arm. “I’m Temptress. So nice to finally meet you, Angel.”

			Jealousy choking my throat so tightly I stutter my response. “You. Yes. You too. Nice to meet you too.”

			I bit back the wave of memories before it could go any farther, but my cheeks were already heating in remembrance of my idiocy. Tank was my boss—and my friend since college, but also my boss. How could such harmless feelings be so mortifying?

			I’d known my crush on him would never go anywhere—if it could even be called that. We were both too brainy-powered and I was still too hung up on the memory of my first awkward kiss (Sam Choi at the seventh grade dance, wearing his dad’s cologne, and his tongue enters my mouth, flopping like a dead fish) to commit to any guy. But Tank…meeting his eyes at orientation, the jolt the first time he taps my shoulder, the surge of hormones as his thigh presses against mine watching a movie on his couch.

			Tank was different from other guys, and I’d expected being a mind reader would keep him as single as total memory recall kept me. I didn’t want that distance—hated it, actually—but anyone I let into my life had too much power over my state of mind. I’d tried to get over my pathetic middle school hang-ups by going on a real adult date, but now I couldn’t step into the West Village without sinking in flashbacks.

			My date’s eyes darting to check out the waitress’ ass. His rough fingertips against my hand as he leans in for a kiss that I can’t let happen.

			Reality had to be so much easier for normal people. Forgetting the awkward memories or putting a positive spin on them after a few weeks or months of distance.

			For me?

			Replay didn’t lie, and the ability to cold review what had happened made it impossible to hide the ugly parts. How was I supposed to get into a relationship with a man when I’d be picturing every mistake he’d ever made every time I looked at him for the rest of our lives?

			That was why I’d fixated on Tank. After so many years together, I knew how genuinely good he was. We could be close without him ever crossing the line of our friendship because he knew exactly how terrified I was of going further.

			We were supposed to be single together forever, and I was content with that.

			Until the Temptress, Jenny Ray, was assigned to bring Steel in for questioning and got tangled with Tank instead.

			Now I was in the brainpower boat alone and acting like a thirteen-year-old brat. By all accounts, Jenny was lovely, and she and Tank were already fairly serious. I had no reason not to be thrilled for him.

			No valid reason, at least.

			Maybe work was finally getting to me. I lived for it, but between providing Tank and Ruin administrative support, keeping Steel out of trouble, getting Belle settled in the tower, negotiating a few dozen contracts and planning for my trip to UCLA—plus the day to day problems associated with running a group of out-of-control superheroes—it might be too much even for me.

			That would explain the headaches, although the lack of sleep was par at this point. I hadn’t slept more than four hours at once since May 15th, 2005. Not that I was counting on purpose.

			The car finally slipped into the underground parking garage beneath the Manhattan Ten’s Midtown tower. We pulled into our space, but Steel hadn’t stirred.

			“Steel?” I nudged his shoulder. “Robby?” Not even his street name warranted a reaction.

			It was physically impossible for me to carry him to the elevator. I could wake a few of the guys to help, but none of them needed their sleep disrupted.

			Instead, I hauled Steel onto his side. The car had a fancy storage locker just for occasions like this. I grabbed a blanket and smoothed it over him before placing a bottle of water in his hand. He was going to wake up with a nasty, but not entirely undeserved, hangover.

			Waving goodnight to our driver, Stu—47, divorced, no kids, grew up in Park Slope, now living in a one-bedroom in Bed-Stuy—I headed for the elevator.

			The first time I rode this elevator, butterflies in my stomach, wondering if I was meant for the Manhattan Ten and if I could survive.

			This was my 10,011th ride on the elevator, and every one of those rides wanted to flash back.

			As per usual.

			I stopped up to my floor for a quick shower, then contemplated trying to nap, but my brain was too wired to sleep and I had too much to finish before this trip to L.A. Instead, I pinned my long dark hair into a French twist, making a mental note to book an appointment for a trim, then slipped into the new Trina Turk pencil skirt I’d gotten for a steal for $75 at Bloomingdale’s.

			When I headed down to the office on the third floor, nothing about it looked like 5 a.m. on a Sunday morning. The overhead lights weren’t on yet, but lamps glowed from the rows of cubes and the lights blazed in both Tank and Ruin’s offices.

			I paused at my desk to flick on the power—lighting up the ten monitors—and headed for my morning check-in with Tank.

			Quiet thoughts.

			Tank couldn’t help reading minds, but that didn’t mean I had to project at the man.

			“Morning.” I knocked on the doorframe. “Did you hear about our friend—?”

			Tank held a finger to his lips and pointed. Jenny lay wrapped in a fleece blanket on the leather sofa, her loose blonde curls tumbling like this was a shampoo photo shoot.

			I would not be jealous. It was beneath me. Truly.

			I switched to my internal voice. Did you hear about our friend, Steel?

			Tank’s familiar mental touch flipped through my thought bank like he was paging through a filing cabinet. He was the logic board, I was the memory card. We’d worked like that for years.

			That asshole. Tank pinched the bridge of his nose. Sorry he woke you. I know you haven’t been sleeping.

			Not a problem. He’s passed out in the garage. Which Tank already knew. But speaking of not sleeping… Are you sure you’re getting enough rest? Tank’s dark eyes were bloodshot, and although his brown hair was cropped too short to be rumpled, his black tee showed a few wrinkles.

			Don’t worry on my account. Any other news?

			I usually would’ve taken a seat on the sofa while we hashed out the itinerary, but it was already occupied. Instead, I projected my to-do list in one shot.

			Tank nodded. Everything set for L.A.?

			I’d been deliberately slacking on that front. I was hoping you’d change your mind and take the lead. A recruitment fair was the last item I wanted on my agenda, especially when we hadn’t sent a representative in years—not since bringing Steel onto the team. Literally every student in the Practical Heroics Department at UCLA wanted to sign with the Manhattan Ten.

			You’re the best suited for this one, Lina. And you haven’t visited your mother in almost a year. You know how she gets.

			Lina. Always Lina in our private talks. He had to be the only one who remembered Angelina Márquez. To the rest of the world, I was Angel, administrative aide to heroes far and wide. And yes, I knew how my mother got. That wasn’t a sufficient reason to put myself at the center of another press frenzy.

			It won’t be a press frenzy. A student frenzy, maybe, but there’s no one better for us to send.

			I gave a mental sigh. I know. All the other heroes were tied down on one case or another.

			And I need you on the ground to deal with a new complication.

			Oh?

			Tank motioned me around his desk and cued up an email. We may have a new lead on the anti-super affair in L.A. The feds tracked some suspicious calls placed from the Pack’s offices. Have you been in touch with Pix lately?

			My gears churned as I skimmed through the message. The team had been struggling to find new leads since Ivory accidentally killed our best target, and it had been months with no news. We knew that some of her tribesmen of ice elementals had been brought in to hunt and murder supers, but they’d also been casualties, and nothing short of resurrecting them would help us find the persons responsible for the last string of serial murders.

			We couldn’t repeat that.

			Still, I decidedly did not want to nose in on the L.A. Pack’s territory, even if Pixie was a member. She was my best friend and former college roommate, but it wasn’t good form to intrude on another hero group’s area.

			Shouldn’t they have jurisdiction?

			The calls were placed internally, so we’ve been asked to step in, Tank thought. And there’s suspicion this could be connected to the Pack intern who disappeared last year.

			Suddenly “complications” sounded like an understatement. Resolving murders and abductions wasn’t my forte.

			Are you sure I’m still the best choice? Why not wait a few days and send Panther and Ivory? It was Pan’s case if it belonged to anyone. I hadn’t done anything close to fieldwork in years, and that was perfectly fine in my book.

			I was hoping to handle this with some tact.

			Well…

			Panther would roar in and Ivory wouldn’t be shy about ice-skewering any suspects the two of them happened to find. Thunder?

			He’ll fly you to L.A., but we need him in D.C. this weekend. You’re the only one who can poke around without rousing suspicions.

			With the rest of our roster tied down on other jobs and cases, it was me or no one, and following up these leads was essential. We couldn’t risk any more innocent supers losing their lives. Send me the rest of the info and I’ll see what I can do.

			Thanks, Lina.

			Jenny shifted, drawing the blanket tighter around her shoulders.

			Tank winced and pushed back from his chair. Bad dreams. Better wake her.

			I’ll leave you to it. I slipped out, closing the door behind me. My to-do list was approaching dissertation length and worrying about Tank and/or Jenny wasn’t going to get the boxes ticked.

			I had a party to plan, reminders to send, some positive PR to get out, L.A. travel plans to take care of and now a bit of a conspiracy to start unraveling.

			For starters.

			Just another average Sunday with the M10.

			Quan

			Fuck airplanes.

			I should never have left the jungle. Everything at the airport was rumbling engines, offensive smoke and metallic-tasting air that seared my throat.

			And the fucking crowds.

			Waiting in the customs line had my fingers itching to form claws. Only two dudes were working the booths and at their pace, I’d pop a vein before getting to the front. The closest people to me in this rope cage had obviously caught on to my throat-ripping mood because I had a few feet of space in every direction.

			As I shuffled forward, dragging my one bag, all I could do was crack my knuckles and imagine getting my hands on Balam. I couldn’t wait to fight my brother and his wifey, Ivory. Nothing less than the promise of blood and adrenaline would’ve gotten me on a plane.

			Even if Madre was practically booting my ass out of the tribe. Just because her youngest son had locked down the most badass lady on the planet, I was supposed to hustle and find my own ball and chain.

			I couldn’t curse out my mother, but Jesus. Why bother?

			All the panther ladies back home were mine to play with, and playing was all I wanted. Strings were for assholes.

			Although Ivory…

			If I’d met her first, I might’ve been tempted to make the same call as my little bro. Warrior women as fine and fierce as that didn’t come around twice.

			I wouldn’t settle for anyone less.

			Actually, fuck that. I wouldn’t settle at all.

			I loved the lazy days in the jungle, living how I wanted. The restlessness I’d been feeling was just because I’d tasted fiercer battles and missed the thrill.

			New York would fix that. Superheroes might be douchebags, but I wouldn’t find better action than the Manhattan Ten, and Bro could get me the hook-up to fight. I just needed to stretch my claws against some worthy opponents. For the promise of all that, I’d deal with the smog and chaos.

			A nosy-ass little dog brought me back to the line from hell. “Excuse me, sir.” The chick holding the leash looked me up and down, and red flushed her pale white skin. “Are you carrying any fruits or vegetables?”

			Fruits or vegetables? The dog’s ears were pressed back flat, and it wasn’t because I had mangoes in my pockets. Little fucker must’ve picked up on my panther side. I glared until he backed down, resting his chin on his paws.

			That’s right.

			“Sir.” The lady lifted the rope from its post and gestured for me to step outside the line. “I’m going to have to ask you to follow me.”

			“No thanks.” I was almost to the front and I hadn’t done anything wrong.

			“It’s not a request.” Her eyes hardened, and the few people still nearby took extra steps back.

			“Then don’t ask.” Shit. My nails were already lengthening into points. I wanted to shift and bound the hell out of here.

			She lifted whatever radio/walkie-talkie shit was pinned to her neon vest and said some code that probably meant I was a terrorist or coke smuggler.

			I crossed my arms, trying to keep my claws from busting out. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

			“Just stay where you are.” Her voice wavered. Was that fear I smelled? When I was just standing here?

			Boots echoed on the tile as ten armed guards in camo hustled over.

			I licked my lips.

			Maybe I’d get my fight sooner than expected.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Angel

			“All ready?” Thunder stood at the steps to the Manhattan Ten’s G6, wearing fitted jeans, a dark tee and the navy blue hat from his old Air Force uniform.

			“Everything should be in order.” I handed my weekend bag to the man loading the plane. My hotel was confirmed, I was registered for the recruitment fair and I’d packed for several contingencies. I hadn’t booked a car from the airport, but then, I never did when I was in L.A. Mom was clairvoyant enough to know I’d be arriving.

			“Let’s hit the sky.” Thunder bowed and waved me onto the plane, a twinkle in his green eyes.

			The first time we met—Thunder wearing full military dress, his eyes hard and posture rigid.

			He’d come a long way in those years. Or rather, being on the team had helped him find the balance he needed as he came out with both his powers and his sexuality. The guys and I accepted him for who he was: part of the family.

			We weren’t perfect, but our reputation as one of the most tight-knit hero groups was yet another reason I was about to get swamped in potential recruits.

			Unfortunately, we were only shopping for one roster vacancy.

			I climbed the steps and followed Thunder into the cockpit. No reason to treat it like a chauffeured journey when I was friends with the pilot. “I wish we could get you out of your commitments in D.C. I’d love to have some back-up.”

			Thunder buckled into the pilot’s seat. “You and me both. This legislative bullshitting is killing my spirit. I’m one asshole lobbyist away from letting the thunder fly.”

			I tsked. “You would never.” He was far too diplomatic to slip. That was exactly why he was our representative for so many government proceedings.

			“No. But I’d imagine it in excruciating detail.”

			“That’s fair.” A smile cracked my lips, releasing some of the tension in my shoulders. For a few hours, at least, I planned to chat, enjoy the ride and forget about the rest of my responsibilities as much as possible.

			Thunder flicked switches and adjusted some of the buttons, preparing for take off. I’d flown with him so often I was positive I could pilot the plane from memory.

			I could also build bombs out of household cleaning products in a pinch, but that didn’t mean I ever wanted to bring the knowledge into reality.

			We got bumped to the front of the queue for takeoff, and Thunder brought us airborne. The skyscrapers of Manhattan slipped below the clouds as we ascended, and I immediately felt lighter. Yes, this trip was another responsibility, but I hadn’t been home for ages. Los Angeles was the place my soul felt most at ease. As much as I was dreading the upcoming zoo, the trip wasn’t without benefits. I’d stop off at the corner nail salon and practice my Cantonese with the girls, take Mom out to our favorite taco truck and catch up with Pixie, who I hadn’t seen in far too long.

			“You sure you’re up to this?” Thunder kept his eyes on the sky, but I could hear the concern in his voice. “You’ve been…off lately.”

			“A little lack of sleep and stress. Nothing unusual.” Though I couldn’t entirely disagree with him. I hadn’t forgotten anything important because I couldn’t forget, but I’d been late to complete a few minor tasks. Getting Belle moved in, for one. But it had all been resolved, and our in-house ballerina was fully settled.

			“We’re worried about you, you know. Everyone. I had lunch with Ruin, Nil and Pan, and we think—”

			“Thunder. You don’t know how much I appreciate that concern, but I’m fine. Truly.” They were sweet to think of me, but I didn’t need an intervention just because I’d been a little absentminded. It was just stress making my flashback spells slightly more potent than usual. Nothing I couldn’t handle.

			He shot me a side eye. “If you say so. Just know that my spies in L.A. will be watching.”

			“You have spies now?” Admirers, yes. Fan clubs, absolutely. But spies? Not in character.

			“A legion of them. They’ll be reporting your every move to headquarters, so don’t overdo it.”

			I smiled. By “legion” he probably meant he’d tipped a doorman last time he was in town. “You don’t have to worry so much.”

			“Can’t help it when my best girl is so down.” He reached over and patted my shoulder. “You need to book a massage and relax. This trip isn’t all business.”

			“That sounds wonderful.” Though time would be tight between the recruiting events, digging for leads at the Pack and stealing a few moments to spend with friends and family. If it came down to it, I’d rather see Mom and Pixie than be alone at a spa.

			I settled in for the trip, tracing patterns in the clouds and mentally walking my favorite streets in L.A. Of course, the stores would be different now, but when I closed my eyes, I was eight years old, walking down Olvera Street at Mom’s side with a lemon-flavored popsicle in one hand and the scent of spicy taquitos in the air.

			Some memories were nice.

			My vibrating phone broke the trip to the past.

			Thunder’s eyes widened in mock horror. “Are you trying to crash this bird, woman? Where’s the airplane mode?”

			“The pilot never told me to turn off my phone,” I said as I unzipped my purse. Ivory’s name lit the screen, and a knot of worry formed in my shoulders. Friend or not, she wasn’t one to call for a casual chat. “Hello?”

			“Angel?” The tone in Ivory’s voice was irritation rather than alarm. “I need a favor.”

			“Of course. What’s the problem?”

			Panther muttered something in the background, but Ivory shushed her husband. “There’s trouble at LAX, and we think Tequani may be involved.”

			“Panther’s brother?” I only knew a few facts about Tequani, but Panther had always given the impression that Quan preferred the jungles of South America to civilization. “What kind of trouble?” Though I had a sneaking suspicion…

			“He was planning to visit us in New York. Now I’m trying to get through to someone at TSA, but going by the CNN headline…‘Panther Loose in Customs’.”

			Pendejo. Even if he’d been living in a cave, Quan should know better than that. “Tell me he has the right visa to be in the country.” Supers—which encompassed panther-shifter tribesmen—couldn’t just pop between international borders, and Homeland Security wouldn’t be pleased if that was what Quan was trying to do.

			Ominous silence buzzed over the line. “Ivory?”

			She sighed. “I’m not sure. We weren’t expecting him for a few more weeks.”

			“I’ll make some calls and hurry over as soon as we touch down.” I needed to get in touch with the authorities now before anyone got trigger-happy.

			“Thank you, Angel.” Ivory’s voice tightened. “But be careful. Quan is not as tame as my Panther.”

			Tame? Panther had mellowed since falling for Ivory, but at his core, he was the same jungle cat he’d always been. Panther was also a hilarious, honest man I was proud to call my friend, but that hunter’s spirit always glinted in the depths of his yellow eyes.

			What was Quan like if Ivory—the warrior woman herself—considered him wild?

			“I will. And I’ll call you when it’s settled.” As soon as I hung up, I dialed security at LAX. Thanks to Ivory, it wasn’t my first time dealing with an altercation at the airport.

			After more than a few rings, the phone picked up. A feral roar echoed through the line before a man’s voice responded. “Is this animal control? We’re about to shoot this—”

			“No, you’re not.”

			Notes of panic cut through his angry voice. “I don’t have time for this, lady. We—”

			I cut him off again. “I’m Angel with the Manhattan Ten, and you’re going to listen to my instructions very carefully. You are not to harm that shifter. I’m en route with tranquilizers and will take over as soon as I touch down.”

			“Who do you—?”

			“Just tell your supervisor.” I hung up the phone and started dialing a different office. I needed to make a few more calls to iron this out, and I was guessing the man I’d been speaking to wasn’t high on the totem pole.

			“What now?” Thunder’s hat rose with his brows.

			“I have a panther to pick up at security.” I dug the zippered pouch of medicines from the bottom of my tote. I always kept a course on hand in case anyone got hurt, and the sedatives tailored to Panther would work just fine on his brother. “Can you fly faster?”

			“I can if you let me call this in as an emergency.”

			“Do it.” I’d say a rogue panther running amok at the airport counted as an emergency.

			Thunder couldn’t help a grin as he reached for the com unit. “I’ve been dying to hit some G forces.”

			My stomach roiled at the thought. I tightened my seatbelt and got down to calling. Homeland Security. TSA. Even the Los Angeles Zoo.

			If I didn’t cover all the bases, getting deported would be the least of Tequani’s worries. It was going to take every one of my connections to keep Quan from ending up a taxidermy project.

			Quan

			Shifting hadn’t been the plan, but shit. I could only deal with so much.

			After the asshole security guards herded me into an office, a couple of dudes got in my face. What was I smuggling? Who was I working for?

			When I’d sized them up, all I could smell was fear. And I should’ve kept my shit together, but the smells and sights and sounds were too overwhelming. On four paws, I could make more sense of the chaos.

			I’d slipped free, trying to make a run for the terminal exit, but thanks to a few dudes with rifles, I was pinned down in an empty office. I padded back and forth, searching for a way out that didn’t involve bullets in my hide. I could run cross-country to New York in a few days and I’d sure as shit rather paw it than get on another plane.

			I shouldn’t have fucking come.

			Too late to go back.

			Tempting fear scent wafted from outside, but I couldn’t get in the habit of mauling norms. It wouldn’t be much fun, anyway.

			I hopped onto one of the desks, sending pens and computer equipment crashing to the floor. The upper windows were within jumping range, but too small to fit through in either form. By the sounds and the vibrations against my paws, the dudes outside had dragged something heavy in front of the door.

			That left the wall of heavy-duty glass. I hopped down and padded over to part the long plastic blinds with my nose.

			Not much had changed—a ring of armed security guards blocked off the area, holding a solid perimeter. I’d been barricaded for at least half an hour, and my fur stood in irritation. I could break the glass, but I’d take damage and come out the other side an easy target for weapons.

			I could also shift human and cooperate, but that would end with me in custody, and I wasn’t feeling so fucking cooperative after being hauled off because of a scared-ass puppy. I just needed an opening and I could make another run.

			A clacking sound drew my attention back to the guards. A woman’s heels clicked against the floor tiles in even steps. I parted the blinds farther.

			She wore her dark hair pinned in a twist, and a skirt and jacket hugged her curves. The woman’s bright red lips popped against her bronzed skin, but it wasn’t her looks that held my gaze. Every one of the guards had changed posture. The guy she spoke to bobbed his head in deference, and the officers on the perimeter shifted from foot to foot, showing their unease.

			For whatever reason, this woman scared them more than I did.

			From the way she held her shoulders straight and stared each man straight in the eye, she had authority and she knew how to use it.

			She handed her purse to the officer in charge and strode toward the wall of glass, carrying only a small pouch.

			I snorted at the expression on the guy’s face. Someone didn’t like being demoted to purse holder.

			She knelt in front of the glass, smoothing the skirt that pulled just above her knees. “Tequani? I’m Angel. I work with your brother and Ivory.”

			My acknowledgment came out in a huff that fogged the glass, shifting the blinds. They’d both mentioned Angel before, but why was the woman here?

			“Would you like to do this the easy way and shift back to two legs?” she asked.

			Easy way? I shook my head. The easy way would involve all those guys trying to stick me in handcuffs and getting their arms ripped off. Not that I minded a fight, but they’d end up dead and then I’d definitely be in jail. Nobody would come close if I stayed in panther form.

			“I’m going to have the men drag away the barricade, but you’d better panther-promise me you’ll be on your best behavior.”

			My ears flattened. This woman would not tell me what to do.

			Lo que sea. She was obviously no fighter. Easy enough to knock her away and dart off to the exit.

			“Don’t give me that look.” Angel’s eyes narrowed and she tapped the glass with a red-lacquered fingernail. “You know better than to shift in public. It’s either go nicely with me, or these guards will escort you to the zoo.”

			I couldn’t help a growl, but I ducked my head. Let her think I’d play nice.

			“Good.” She straightened and waved a few of the men over.

			I retreated as the ground started to vibrate—they were clearing the barricade, as promised, and the weight squealed as they dragged it across the floor. I sat back on my haunches, ready to make a running leap.

			“I’m opening the door,” Angel called. “Be nice.”

			My tail twitched, ready to jump.

			The door swung open, and I froze.

			I hadn’t read a threat from her, but Angel stood with her feet braced on high-heels, a gun balanced in both hands.

			I leaped, and she side-stepped.

			Bang bang.

			Both shots hit my flank, and by the cold pricks and chemical scent, they weren’t bullets. I managed a few more bounds before the drugs hit my system and my legs gave out. I slid, sprawling just shy of the guards holding the perimeter.

			“Step back from him.” At Angel’s commanding voice, they all hopped away.

			This bitch.

			My hearing was dulling, but her clacking footsteps echoed. Angel knelt at my side and scratched behind one of my ears. She smelled like jasmine. “Sorry, Quan. This is the only way you get to walk free.”

			I meant to growl, but she kept scratching just the right spot, and the sound came out as an unexpected purr. Damn.

			“We’ll talk it out when you’re awake.”

			We’d talk all right. But the only way I was having a conversation with this lady shaman was with claws and fangs.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Angel

			I scratched at Quan’s soft fur, waiting for his breathing to slow. When lids slipped over his orange-tinted eyes, I waved my team over. “He’s down.”

			“He’s beautiful.” Joanna the big cat handler practically skipped to us. In addition to her massive grin, she wore her zoo uniform, a khaki-colored shirt and shorts that smelled like horses. “Are you sure we can’t—”

			I cut her off before she could go on a roll about weighing and measuring again. “He’s also human.”

			“But—”

			I bit back the speech on shifter ethics that I so wanted to give. “Let’s just get him in the crate.” The drugs were working, but Quan’s panther form was larger than his brother’s, and it was hard to say how long he’d stay out. I wanted him locked up and away from the public by then.

			Joanna and her team went to work, and it took all five of them, plus a few of the guards, to shift Quan into the carrier they’d brought.

			She was right, though. Quan was beautiful.

			Regardless of the glossy fur and bright eyes, he was a man and a predator who was probably less than pleased that I’d tranquilized him.

			Quan springs, his eyes flashing orange and claws glinting as he barrels toward me.

			I wouldn’t be forgetting that one soon.

			And so much for a relaxing trip to L.A.

			Maybe I should’ve asked Thunder to stay after all. He’d offered, but I couldn’t see keeping him away from D.C. when he had such important work to get back to. I was used to babysitting multiple heroes at a time; taking care of a lone panther wasn’t more than I could handle, even if Quan turned out a little more wild than expected.

			I retrieved my purse from the head of security and headed to find my ride. I slipped past the drivers holding signboards with dozens of last names and beyond the crowds of families waiting to pick up loved ones. Thankfully, no one recognized me—but then, they usually didn’t, unless I was with the team. Alone, I looked more secretary than superhero.

			As I stepped to the curb, a truck towing a horse trailer pulled up. Mom honked and jumped out, then wrapped me in a hug.

			“I missed you, mija.” She smelled like cinnamon, and her hair hung down in long, scattered curls. Her few gray strands and skin crinkles were the only things differentiating us—I had her same brown eyes and curvy figure. If I’d been born seeing the future, I would’ve sworn the woman had cloned herself.

			“Missed you too, Mom.” I gave a wry smile. “Perfect timing, as usual.” She’d even foreseen the need for the trailer, but that hardly surprised me. Clairvoyance was a handy power to have.

			She winked. “I was almost late. Hector didn’t want to lend his truck, but I told him you were in trouble and the old softie handed over the keys. He says hello and hopes you’ll come for dinner while you’re in town.”

			Hector was our crotchety but sweet seventy-year-old neighbor. I hadn’t seen him in years. I smiled. “I’m going to be busy, but I’ll save you a night.”

			“You and your schedules.” She cupped my cheek, ignoring the indignant honking of the cars she was blocking with the trailer. “You look tired.”

			“No more so than usual.” Although a headache was settling in at the base of my skull. Having to put down a game cat wasn’t helping my stress level.

			“I miss you when you’re away so long.” She stroked my hair. “I know you won’t move back, but I wish you could be closer, baby.”

			Mom stands at the stove, stirring a batch of spicy sofrito. She squeezes my hand on the first day of kindergarten, tears in her eyes. “You can do it, baby.” Her brown eyes gleam again as she adjusts the tassel on my UCLA graduation cap. “It’s just the beginning, Lina.”

			“So do I.” Just a hug and I felt so much more grounded. Smog covered the sun and the airport air smelled like diesel, but by the palm trees and dry heat, I was home.

			“Here comes your new pet.” She moved to unlatch the trailer as a team of animal handlers and security guards hauled the crate.

			My new pet? I winced. Mom didn’t typically divulge the specifics of the future, but I’d learned to read between the lines, and if I wanted a new cat, I would’ve gotten a Scottish fold kitten.

			Please let this be a temporary problem.

			I tossed my bag into the passenger’s seat of Hector’s truck and went to supervise the loading procedure. The crate was a tight squeeze, but it fit.

			Nothing less from the clairvoyant.

			After thanking everyone involved for their cooperation, I promised Joanna we’d return the crate and call if I had trouble. I might have trouble, but I was banking that Quan would shift once he was in a safe space, so it was nothing she could help with.

			We pulled away from the curb and I drummed my fingers against the dash. Quan was definitely a wrench in my plans, and I had half a million things to do before I met with the administrators at UCLA tomorrow.

			“Go ahead and make your calls.” Mom flicked the turn signal. “We’ll be in traffic for a while.”

			“I don’t want to ruin our time together with work.”

			Mom waved a dismissive hand. “Your mind’s already flying off. Take care of your things first.”

			I did have a lot of things. I put a call in with the feds and apologized for the scene at the airport. As I’d feared, Quan wasn’t registered. A little Manhattan Ten clout was enough to keep him in the country, but I had to promise to keep a representative with him at all times.

			That would mean me until I could get him back to New York. Next, I called Panther and Ivory, letting them know I had everything in hand and I’d fill them in on the details later. Ideally one of them could’ve flown out to pick up our guest, but both were needed in court these next few days. I emailed the admin team so they could get Quan’s visa processed immediately, then left a message for the PR department to make sure they were neutralizing the panther on the loose headlines.

			I called the hotel, and I called UCLA, and finally left a message updating Tank. That was it…probably.

			I sank back into the seat, feeling like I’d just run a marathon. We sat in a patch of light traffic, and Mom tapped her fingers against the steering wheel in time with the reggaeton on the radio.

			“You’re working too much, baby.”

			“Probably.” But that was the price of working with superheroes.

			She bit her lower lip, lost in thoughts. Finally, she flicked off the radio. “Would you be mad if I told you a few things?”

			“Things you’ve seen?” She’d only volunteered exact details once before, and she hadn’t said as much, but I was certain she’d saved me from a fatal car accident. If she was volunteering information now, I wouldn’t brush it off.

			Mom nodded, her gaze still distant. “You’re in a crossroads period.”

			That didn’t sound promising. “Meaning?”

			“Your future is nebulous. I see new faces arriving in your life soon—some for better, some for worse, but the details are vague. You have critical choices coming.”

			“Any hints?” I appreciated the heads-up, but I couldn’t do much without more information.

			“I don’t want to sway you, but…” Mom’s voice trailed. The car ahead of us pulled up a few lengths as the drivers behind us honked. I doubted she could hear the noise when she was so focused on gazing into the future. “Make the decisions that are best for you, baby, and don’t be afraid to try new paths. You’ll wear yourself out if you keep on like you have been, and you have to think about letting down your walls. I know you need to protect yourself, but you can’t do it all alone.”

			I wanted to give my usual I’m fine, none of that’s a problem, but if she was seeing this in the future… “I’ll think about it.” Though letting down walls was easier said than done—I couldn’t let any old person into my life.

			“That’s all I can ask.” Mom’s eyes cleared, and she punched the radio back on as she caught up to the cars ahead of us. “Now, what night do you want to come to dinner?”

			“You tell me.” I had full-day functions all week, and it would be difficult to sneak away between the information sessions and mixers and interviews.

			“Maybe Wednesday. Maybe not. We’ll have to see how this week goes, hmm?” She pursed her lips. “What else has my girl been up to?”

			I ignored the hint that my schedule was about to be derailed and focused on sharing gossip. When I wasn’t bailing Steel out of jail or peeping around Jet’s photo shoots, I’d been working on learning Korean and questing Manhattan to find stylish shoes that fit Ivory’s size 11 feet. Mom was taking a painting class and trying to seduce the nice Guatemalan man who owned the art supply store. I didn’t doubt she’d succeed, and by her saucy smile, neither did she.

			When she finally pulled up to the hotel, I felt relaxed for the first time in ages. “I’ll sneak home for a visit as soon as I’m free.”

			“I’ll be waiting.” Mom tapped her temple. “And I’ll pull the cat man around to the service entrance.”

			“Thanks, Mom.” We exchanged a hug and kiss, and I headed to tell the hotel the bad news. The girl at the desk had to be fresh out of undergrad, and she knew exactly who I was. “Welcome to the Excelsior, Ms. Angel.”

			All bright-eyed too. Too bad she had to get involved in this. “I have a bit of a strange request.”

			“Of course.”

			“I’m going to need you to call all of your available bellboys and staff down. I have a…package that needs to be brought to my room in the service elevator.”

			No one else was around, but the girl lowered her voice. “And the nature of this…package?”

			I supposed I was being suspicious. Might as well lay everything out. “One of my colleagues is having a nap in panther form. I need him brought up to my room in his crate. And I’d like to upgrade to a two-bedroom suite.” I’d booked a modest room for myself, but if I was going to have company all week, I wanted more breathing space, and I certainly wasn’t sharing a bedroom.

			Her jaw dropped a bit, but she quickly snapped back to regulations and logic. “We have a strict policy against animals.”

			“Technically he’s human.” But if they frowned on lapdogs, the jungle cat wouldn’t exactly be a welcomed guest. I pulled a sheet of crisp M10 letterhead from the folder in my bag and quickly scrawled a message. It always came in handy for getting the boys out of trouble. “This is my signed promise to pay for any property damages in full. You can also tell your manager that the Manhattan Ten will use this as our exclusive hotel in Los Angeles and publicly endorse it as such. Fair?” She probably didn’t have the authority to agree to such things, but I doubted she’d fight it.

			She stared at the paper with saucer eyes. “I think that should be fine.”

			“Good.” I smoothed my skirt. “What room should I head to?”

			She handed me the keycards and rattled off the relevant information about the hotel and its services. I thanked her, and then bee-lined for the concierge’s desk. I was going to put the poor man to work. If Quan came to the airport with a suitcase, it had definitely gotten lost in the shuffle, and I wasn’t sharing a hotel room with a naked man. Going by the height on the profile the FBI had sent me and his brother’s proportions, I estimated Quan’s sizes and gave the concierge a list of the pieces I’d need as soon as they could be bought or tailored—price was no object at this point.

			Then I had him order me a few extremely rare steaks and a Caesar salad from the kitchen. By the time I made it up to my room, the French doors hung open, and the sweaty and nervous-looking members of the hotel staff were depositing the crate in the middle of the formal sitting room. I scanned their nametags, making a mental note to send some hefty tips before checking out.

			I thanked everyone, but they were out the door before I could finish the words. I’d expected a bit of fascination, but the staff members were either extremely well-trained or extremely wary of predators. Maybe a little of both.

			I threw the deadbolt and chain on the door and pressed my ear to the side of the crate. Deep breathing was the only sound that broke the silence.

			Good. I needed to get myself in order before I dealt with Quan.

			I took the smaller bedroom for myself, figuring Quan would be more comfortable with the California king. The suite’s classic décor was tasteful, but delicate glass lamps and fancy vases weren’t going to cut it with a panther barreling around. I cleared all the breakables out of Quan’s room—though there was nothing I could do about the chandelier—and placed anything made of glass in the hallway. Better to put the items in storage for safekeeping.

			I hung up my clothes so they wouldn’t wrinkle and spread out the files I wanted to review, all the while keeping an ear on the living room. Finally, movement rattled the crate.

			“Quan?” I thought about bringing my dart gun along for show, but we needed to have an actual talk. “I’m going to open the bolts, okay?”

			A grunt sounded, but I couldn’t tell what form he was in. He’d better not be cranky with me when he was the one causing havoc in airports.

			I slipped free the first bolt, and the crate rattled. My stomach fluttered, but I tamped down the nerves. Panther or not, Quan was human. I should be able to reason with him.

			The second bolt clicked. Another rumble.

			“You’d better behave yourself.” I slid free the third bolt and heaved open the door.

			I caught a glimpse of fierce orange eyes before a massive black ball of fur pounced and the weight threw me back to the carpet.

			My pulse hammered.

			Maybe I’d miscalculated his capacity for reason.

			Quan

			Angel toppled like feather. A dull thump sounded as she hit the carpet. I balanced my weight on my back paws, pinning her under my body, and holding her wrists down with my front paws. No claws yet.

			But the attitude on her. Behave yourself. Like I was a naughty kitten? Panther hadn’t mentioned how annoying the woman was.

			Angel’s brown eyes widened for a split-second, but I didn’t catch the scent of fear—just a jolt of panic and then she was staring me down. “What are you doing?”

			I growled, moving my sharp teeth closer to her face. All I could smell was the scent of the jasmine in her tumbling dark hair.

			“You can’t play the panther card with me, Quan. And don’t tell me your brother is the reasonable one. I had such high hopes for you.”

			I snorted. Could she be more condescending?

			“This isn’t the nicest way to repay someone for saving your literal tail.” Angel wriggled her wrists, but wasn’t struggling to get free—she knew she couldn’t unless I let her. “If you’d shift back, we could talk it out.”

			Fine. We could talk.

			My fur bled away to dark skin, and I changed positions as my form changed. Now I straddled her, pinning her wrists with my hands.

			Her gaze slid down my body, then quickly up to the ceiling. “This would be easier if you weren’t naked and on top of me.”

			“You tranqed me.” And I was enjoying the view from this angle—the long line of her neck and smooth bronzed skin that begged to be tasted one way or another.

			“You were going to run.” Angel let loose a suffering sigh. “I’m not about to have a panther frolicking through Los Angeles on my watch.”

			“Then why’d you open the door with a gun in your hands?”

			“Please. You shot me that same flat-ears, fangs-bared expression that Pan gives when he’s about to make trouble. And you did pounce before I fired. I gave you a chance—not that you seem to be doing me the same favor.”

			I gazed down at her, calculating. She wasn’t wrong, but maybe that was why she was getting to me. I had her at my mercy, and she wasn’t even fazed.

			What fun was that?

			“Can we finish this conversation with you in a robe?” She kept her gaze locked on the chandelier. “Your brother might not have mentioned it, but I have a bit of a photographic memory. What’s seen can’t be unseen…”

			A flush colored her cheeks and her full lips pressed into a line.

			At least I had some effect on the woman. She’d barely reacted to the panther, and not even being pinned to the ground by a man twice her size got much of a rise.

			Not a shaman. A robot?

			And why did I have to feel fucking guilty about jumping her? She’d shot me. She could at least let me have a little fun as payback.

			A knock sounded at the door. “Room service.”

			Angel lifted an eyebrow. “Do you want to let them in, or should we wait like this?”

			I shifted off her, and she was up in a flash and heading for the door. “Your room’s on the left and there’s a robe in the closet.”

			She opened the door and I caught the tantalizing scent of steak before slipping into my room. I could safely say I was being an asshole, but everything about this place made my hackles rise. Plastic tastes and metallic smells and artificial surfaces.

			Plus, infuriating women who made me feel bad for trying to let loose some steam.

			I had to get the hell out before I really snapped.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Angel

			The door clicked behind Quan, but I had to take a moment to compose myself before I let in room service. I smoothed my hair and jacket with shaking hands.

			Smooth dark skin and impossibly broad shoulders giving way to a tight waist and—

			Dios mío. I pressed my hands to my cheeks, but the memory wouldn’t let go.

			Blazing orange eyes. Quan’s thighs straddling my waist, his weight pressing down on my belly. The answering heat inside me.

			He was taller than his brother and broader through the shoulders. His skin a deep, dark brown.

			A vision of pure lust.

			I’d let my guard down too much and I was going to pay for it. Given, there were worse things I could remember, but I doubted anything else could be so distracting. I could already foresee myself flashing back to this every thirty seconds for months. Years.

			Because I’d liked it more than I should.

			Quan’s face so close to mine, his vivid orange eyes staring into my soul, hot breath on my cheek—

			Taking down my walls a little was one thing, but Quan was like a battering ram. If I let myself indulge in moments like that, how long would it be until he filled my head completely? Until he was all I could think about?

			I’d be useless for anything but daydreaming of Quan’s abs.

			A second knock sounded, and I quickly opened the door, reciting multiplication tables in a few different languages to keep my mind on task. “Just put the cart anywhere.”

			Two men in hotel uniforms—both of whom had helped haul up the crate—rolled the heavy load of food in. Raoul was the first to eye the open crate. “Should we, uh…take that away for you, ma’am?”

			“You can leave it for now.” This time, I slipped them each a twenty-dollar bill for their trouble. “Thanks for your help.”

			They both nodded and hustled out of the room.

			I sighed as I buttoned my purse. This couldn’t continue.

			Quan’s body weight pressing me into the carpet, his arms pinning me down—

			This absolutely could not continue.

			I refused to give Quan so much power over me, especially when I knew next nothing about him.

			I grabbed my cell, but didn’t dare retreat from the sitting room. Quan’s eyes had given away how much he wanted to run—and I understood why he’d be uneasy in this environment, but that didn’t mean I could cut him slack. It was my job to keep track of him. Not to trace the lines of his shoulders in my mind.

			Panther picked up Ivory’s cell. “Angel? Is he giving you trouble?”

			Quan stares down at me with intense orange eyes and my gaze slides down his body to the tight muscles and—

			I fanned myself with my free hand. “You have no idea.”

			And I had no idea how I was going to get the image of the man out of my head.

			Quan

			I belted a tiny-ass robe around me and fell back on the king-sized bed. Angel was on the phone, and she knocked after a few minutes.

			She opened the door just wide enough to hold the phone through the gap. “Your brother wants to speak with you.”

			“Fine.”

			Instead of opening the door, she tossed her cell. I snagged it before it crashed into the empty nightstand. Was I supposed to have a lamp?

			“You rang?”

			Balam let loose a few juicy curses in Spanish, Portuguese and Nahuatl for extra effect. “No. Angel rang me. The fuck are you doing out there?”

			“I was visiting.”

			“No shit. I mean, why are you shifting in the middle of the airport? Did the metal detectors fry your brain?”

			“How else was I supposed to get them to back off?”

			“Them, being security? You probably looked suspicious as hell and I bet you deserved what they gave you. Have a little common sense, bro.”

			I bit back a growl. Fucking Balam. He could charm his way out of anything, but I was missing the gene for getting along with norms.

			“How do you stand it here?” Even in the comfortable bed, the strong scent of laundry detergent made my nose wrinkle.

			“You get used to it. And it helps if you don’t alienate every person who could help you.”

			“Easy for you to say.” Balam loved his life as Panther the superhero. He had fucking action figures.

			Good for him. That didn’t make the same life right for me.

			“Here’s the deal. You stay tight to Angel and she’ll take care of everything until you both make it to New York.”

			“You can’t come here?” I was a grown-ass man and I didn’t need an android telling me how to live my life.

			“Nope. I’d be on a plane, but Ivory and I have to be in court. You’re legally obligated to stay in Angel’s custody until she hands you off.”

			“Fantastic.”

			“My advice? Don’t piss her off.”

			“Why?” It sounded like that was the only fun I’d get out of this trip. “She’s no fighter.” Not with those soft arms and that smooth skin of hers.

			Balam gave a wry chuckle. “You don’t think so? Dare you to try messing with her.”

			I just might, especially if Angel was hiding something interesting.

			“Hold on—Ivory wants to talk to you.”

			Static rumbled and Ivory’s firm voice came on the line. “Tequani?”

			“Ola, hermana.” I wished she could’ve been the one bailing me out—I was itching for another battle with the warrior woman from the tundra.

			“I understand how you feel—I was always on edge in my first big city. But…” Her voice hardened like ice. “If you hurt Angel, I will kill you, and I’ll enjoy doing it. Your brother won’t stop me.”

			“I’ll probably help,” he called from the background.

			A growl rose in my throat. “That’s how you feel about your family?”

			“She’s also our family, Quan,” Ivory said. “Please treat her that way.”

			“I’ll be nice.” At least I’d sound Angel out a bit more. “But I’d rather skip this shit and head to New York.”

			“You’d get apprehended and deported,” Ivory said. “Just thank Angel for pulling strings or that would’ve happened already.”

			Like the woman was single-handedly in charge of my life now?

			“Then I guess I’ll see you when I see you. You ready for a rematch?”

			“Always.” Her voice finally warmed. “I haven’t had a decent fight since I saw you last.”

			I could say the same.

			“Plan on it, hermana.” I clicked off the phone and went to search for its owner.

			Angel was in the sitting room. She’d kicked off her high-heels and sat with her legs folded on the couch, surrounded by piles of papers as she nibbled at a salad. “Good talk with your brother?” Her gaze didn’t lift from the paperwork.

			“Great.” I tossed the phone into the cushions at her side. “What’s the plan now that you’ve rescued me?” And apparently owned me. I’d play at cooperation, but I wasn’t getting her name tattooed on my ass yet. Just feeling her out. If Ivory and B really respected her, I’d be nice.

			At least my version of nice.

			“You’re going to have to accompany me this week.” Angel hadn’t taken off her makeup—not that she wore much of it—but the circles under her eyes were looking darker. Maybe not a robot after all?

			Something to remember for later. “Accompany you to what?”

			“A recruiting event at UCLA. The Manhattan Ten is looking to bring on a new hero, so you’re going to be joining me for the sessions on campus.”

			I nosed my way over to the room service cart and lifted one of the silver-lidded trays. The large steak still steamed, but I could smell the blood underneath the light sear. The other lids hid more cuts of meat. “These are mine?”

			“Of course.” Angel picked up her phone and started rattling off a message—typing with her thumbs. “It’s going to be a boring few days, so I’ll keep you well-fed, at least.”

			Lazy, I could do, but boring? I’d have to spice things up.

			First, the steak needed my attention. I stabbed through the cool, pink middle with a steak knife and tore in.

			Like butter.

			I licked my lips after the first bite. The food was the one part of city life that was better than home.

			Angel piled her papers into a neat stack that she slid into an equally neat folder. “Be ready at eight tomorrow? We’ll have breakfast here, then head to campus.”

			“Sure.” I’d rather sleep ’til noon, but it wasn’t like I needed to be alert all day. If there was no fun to be had, I planned to snore through this shit until I could pick a fight with one of the heroes.

			“Good night.” Angel gave me a pleasant nod and slipped into her room. The bolt clicked firmly into place.

			Guess I wasn’t sneaking into her room tonight. Not that I’d planned to.

			It would be easy enough to slip downstairs, but I’d rather spend some quality time with the rest of my steaks. Plus, leaving would make trouble for Balam and Ivory.

			If I wanted, I could make trouble here.

			And I was curious about this Angel. Why did she qualify as one of the family?

			I’ll find out tomorrow.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Angel

			I slept with my door locked, although a flimsy deadbolt wouldn’t slow Quan if he wanted to punch through. Realistically, I should’ve slept on the ground in front of the main doors, but by the time he’d started eating his steaks, Quan wasn’t giving off as much of a flight vibe.

			I’d scheduled a wake-up call for seven, but I was wide-awake by four and had plenty to accomplish before breakfast.

			A soft knock sounded at the main door by six.

			The maid holding a stack of plastic-wrapped hangers was the best possible sight in the morning. “Your tailoring, ma’am.”

			“Thank you.” I handed her a well-deserved tip and flipped through the pieces. Two suit sets cut to Quan’s massive size, two casual outfits and one pair of lounge clothes. I managed not to wince at the bill stapled to the hangers—the price was worth it. Quan couldn’t follow me around in that teensy bathrobe. “And the other things?”

			“Right here.” She handed over a zippered toiletry case. “Is there anything else you need?”

			“That should be everything. Thank you.” I hung Quan’s clothes on his doorknob. The toiletry kit held everything I’d requested—toothbrush, shaving kit and a few other items Quan might need. Even if he was used to living light, a panther shifter needed toothpaste.

			I retreated to my room to finish dressing and was ready to go by seven. Instead of twiddling my thumbs and ticking through the day’s itinerary over and over again, I braved the sitting room.

			Quan stood facing the mirror, his back to me as he fiddled with his tie. He wore one of the perfectly fitted black suits. It made his shoulders impossibly broad, and him impossibly imposing.

			The heat of Quan’s breath on my cheek—

			I shook myself. I refused to flash back to his nudity every time I looked at the man. I was a grown woman. Even if I couldn’t stop the memories from coming back, I didn’t have to be flustered. “Can I help with your tie?”

			“I fucking hate ties.” Quan tossed me the length of orange-and-black striped silk. “But I dig the suit. How’d you find one in my size?”

			I had to stand on tiptoes to loop the tie around his collar. Up-close, Quan had the stature of an NBA player—except I doubted they smelled wild like the wind and grass. “You’d be surprised what you can get when you’re willing to pay tailors to work through the night.”

			I quickly looped and knotted the tie. The colors I’d chosen made the orange in his eyes pop. An Eldredge knot would definitely suit him. “Do you need anything else?”

			Quan shrugged. “I had a bag, but I like the new stuff better.”

			Finally, the man was being reasonable. My outlook for the day was already infinitely improved. “I’ll call the airport and see if the staff can find it.”

			His orange-brown eyes narrowed. “I don’t get why you’re going this far to help. I almost tore into you last night, and not in the fun way.”

			“It’s my job.” I suppressed a shiver as I looped the final knot of his tie. “And because Panther and Ivory are important to me. There’s not much I wouldn’t do for them.” That included rescuing Pan’s loose-cannon brother from the airport and dragging him around for a few days. As long as we didn’t have a repeat performance.

			Quan blew out a breath, but kept silent.

			Silent, I could handle.

			“There.” I smoothed down his tie, trying to ignore the firmness of his chest under the fabric, but that was another detail permanently filed away. “Should we head down early?”

			“I’m already starving.”

			After all those steaks last night? I’d have to order extra portions for him at lunch. I had a feeling keeping Quan’s belly full would help his mood stay more pleasant and less shift-and-tear-through-public-places.

			Quan stayed quiet on the way down to the lobby. I made one last stop at the concierge desk, then we both tucked into the breakfast buffet. By the time Quan was polishing off plate number five, an attendant dropped off a black box tied in black ribbon.

			I pushed it across the table to Quan. “One more addition to your outfit. I registered you as my bodyguard to get your security passes, so you may as well look the part.”

			Quan pulled the ribbon apart and lifted out a pair of reflective sunglasses. He twisted the frames in his hands. “For indoors?”

			“Trust me.”

			He shrugged and slipped the glasses on. “Do I look like a bodyguard now?”

			With his solid muscle, that suit, and those shades? More like a hit man. But that would work. I needed people to keep their distance from the testy panther, and no one was going to come close when he looked perfectly capable of masterminding a mob hit. “It works.”

			“Maybe I’ll have some fun after all.” A sly smile turned the corners of his lips.

			It was another one of his brother’s trouble expressions, but that was where the similarities ended. Panther was wrapped in jokes and mischief. Quan had an intensity about him, and I had yet to guess what was inside that shell of his.

			I suppressed a jolt of nervous anticipation. Do I really want to know?

			Part of me was curious how Quan ticked, but I knew that road was better left untraveled. I couldn’t give him any more of my headspace.

			With today’s schedule, I wouldn’t have time to ponder. I took a deep breath and pushed back my chair. “Let’s get started.”

			I was already heading for the door when I realized Quan was trailing behind. About five steps behind. He stopped when I stopped.

			“Isn’t this what bodyguards do?” Again, he gave the hint of a smile.

			I wasn’t sure what to do with that smile, so I whirled and started walking. “Just don’t get separated.” If he enjoyed playing the role, so much the better. Maybe we’d get through the day unscathed.

			Quan followed me into our waiting car. He sat far away from me in the limo and lifted his shades to stare out the window. Rather than stress about the day, I let myself scan the hauntingly familiar streets. When we pulled onto campus, I couldn’t stop the waves of nostalgic memories.

			The first time Mom and I drove through the gates. “You’re going to make great friends here, baby.” Moving in with Pixie, who carried our mini fridge upstairs in one super-strong hand. My first class with Tank and Ruin—8:30 a.m. Ethics that Ruin mostly slept through. Watching martial arts movies in their dorm room. Sneaking into the off-campus bar for dollar draught night. Tank piggybacking me to my room after one too many. Afternoon brunches with Pixie’s hilarious stories and our ever-expanding circle of wannabe-hero friends with big, world-saving dreams.

			Every image in my mind sparked another pang of bittersweet happiness. It had been a long time since my student days, and today wasn’t about memory lane. We fell into line behind the other cars dropping off guests at the Heroic Studies Department. This building was new to me, but the Manhattan Ten had made a hefty donation to its construction, and everything about it was supposed to be state-of-the-art. A few sporadic green terraces broke the flawless glass exterior.

			And the steps—

			A crowd was already waiting. As each new car approached, students and photographers craned their necks to see who would exit. I’d expected the photographers with representatives from every hero organization in the country flying in for this event, but the students were a surprise before 10 a.m. If I was remembering my college days accurately—and I was—they should be sleeping at this hour.

			I had strong suspicion who they’d woken up to see: the Manhattan Ten’s Angel, with surprise panther guest. That rumor would be well along the grapevine, but at least my PR team had kept the LAX security footage from leaking to the press.

			Now that I saw the reality—could Quan handle this?

			He’d lowered his shades, so I couldn’t read his expression. “I’m sorry this is looking like such a circus. I would’ve warned you if I’d expected it.”

			“This might be more fun than expected.” Quan smoothed his tie. “Besides, they’re here to see you, right?”

			Unfortunately, he was right. I wished I had Thunder or Steel at my side to draw away the attention. I could go anonymous on my own, but not when I was here as an official representative of the M10. And for the next few days, I was the one person who could make the students’ dreams come true.

			The car in front of us slipped away and it was our turn to shine. “Just tell me if you start to feel overwhelmed. We’ll try to make this as painless as possible.”

			“Same to you.” He flashed the same almost-smile and pushed ahead of me to exit the car first.

			As he unfolded from the limo, a moment of stunned silence hushed the crowd before the cameras started flashing. Nerves fluttering, I started to slide out, but Quan offered me a hand. His skin was surprisingly warm, and more comforting than it should’ve been.

			“Thanks.” I doubted he could hear over the exploding cheers.

			“Angel!”

			“That’s Angel!”

			“She’s really here!”

			I would’ve given a few half-hearted waves, but Quan clamped my hand tight and used his massive size to push through the crowd. “Make way!”

			The reporters all called out, asking who my escort was, but I kept my lips pressed tight. I could feel the amusement vibrating off Quan.

			Was it the bodyguard act that amused him? Or seeing me squirm?

			Either way, I preferred the perversely entertained panther to the sullen, aggressive one.

			Even if the amusement was at my expense.

			Quan

			Damn, this was fun.

			I’d had zero expectations for the day, but when I woke up to suits hanging on my door, I was mellowed. All this acrylic, man-made, artificial shit didn’t do it for me, but a fine suit that actually fit?

			Even I could appreciate the finer things.

			And Angel was right about the bodyguard look. As soon as the concierge’s eyes flicked to the ground in fear, I’d known this was going to be a hell of a good time. The crowds of students gaped with wide eyes as they took cell phone videos. I couldn’t see the photographers’ faces behind their pro cameras, but the sweet scent of fear wafted on the breeze.

			Most excellent.

			Their scents and expressions shifted as Angel came into view. Respect. Awe.

			Angel smelled as even as usual, and only her slightly damp palm gave away her nerves. She shot me an appraising glare, like she knew exactly what I was playing at, but didn’t try to pull away from me.

			“Give her some space.” I shouldered through the crowd, using my body to shield Angel from some of the cameras.

			They wanted a piece of her, and with this new job description, I had a built-in excuse to dropkick anyone who got too close.

			I’d known Panther’s crew was a big deal, but I hadn’t expected…this. It kind of explained Angel. Not every woman could handle this shit.

			Whether I got to do some dropkicking or finally saw Angel blow her lid, this day might come out a win—and even if I didn’t get to let loose, I had a feeling that Angel’s out-of-control expressions would be delicious.

			The start of a purr rumbled in my chest.

			I’d get to her before the end of the day.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Angel

			I finally exhaled when the sliding doors closed behind us. Quan released my hand as we entered the glass lobby and hit the second wave of crowding. At least this group was unaggressive. The representatives of the various hero crews milled around, waiting for the next set of doors to be opened for us.

			I surreptitiously rubbed my palm against my jacket, but the sensation of Quan’s warm fingers wouldn’t fade.

			My back hits the carpet as blazing eyes bear down—

			Not now. I’d be useless if I spent the day lost in the past.

			Scanning the room, I recognized a few faces, but with Quan hovering over my shoulder, none of my acquaintances approached. Most crews had sent two or three of their flashiest heroes and heroines with an attaché of aides.

			A few of them shot dirty looks, but I let the envy roll off. The M10 was the best, and we didn’t need to show off to get applications.

			Sneakers squeaked against the lobby floor and a tiny blonde form threw itself at me. “Angel!”

			For someone so small, Pixie almost knocked me over. She didn’t look like she’d have super strength, but she kept her grip light to avoid cracking my ribs.

			“Pix.” I gave her a much gentler, but no less sincere squeeze. “I missed you.”

			She released me, giving the full view of her latest haircut. It was boy-cut, bleach blonde with black streaks for good measure and spiked into a faux hawk. A few new piercings dotted her ear cartilage and she wore all black as usual, but with her sparkling blue eyes, full lashes and pouty pink lips, she looked like the same old cheerleader in Goth gear that I adored. “You look fantastic.”

			“So do you, Miss Business Thang.” Pix’s gaze swept me up and down. “Totally fierce, as usual.”

			If she said so. “I didn’t think you’d be here. Are you representing the Pack?”

			“Just for today.” Pix’s gaze slid over my shoulder to Quan, who hovered like my shadow. “Who’s your mercenary?”

			At least I could tell Pix the truth. “Panther’s brother, Tequani. He’s playing my bodyguard for a few days.”

			“Does he fight?”

			Quan stepped closer. He loomed over me, but he absolutely dwarfed Pixie. “Fight you? But you’re so cu—”

			I elbowed him in the ribs before Pix started breathing fire. “Excuse the man from the jungle.” I nodded toward the opening doors. “We’ll catch up with you inside? I need to talk some business with you later too.” She was my in to the Pack headquarters, and I fully intended to do some snooping.

			Pixie nodded, but shot Quan a glare. “You bet.”

			“What?” Quan asked after she’d walked away.

			“Just don’t ever call a woman with super strength cute.”

			“But she is.”

			“Maybe, but she’ll cutely hand you your ass for saying so.” I’d have to keep them apart or there’d be blood and property damage.

			Just like home.

			Quan lifted his sunglasses to give me a clear view as his gaze flicked up and down my body from the heels of my Chanel pumps to the crown of my French twist. “Can I call you cute?”

			His strong thighs pressing against my hips. The heat of his breath on my neck—

			I swallowed, but my voice came out slightly scratchy. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

			“No?” The corner of his full lips tilted. “What then?”

			“Angel is fine.” Madre de Dios. Was my voice breathy? “Let’s hurry inside.” My feet moved faster than expected, and I had to force myself not to scurry away from him. Instead, I took smooth, precise steps and pretended I couldn’t feel Quan’s energy against my back.

			I didn’t need to be this nervous around him. We’d be together for a few days and then Quan would head back to the jungle. It shouldn’t be so hard to keep my composure.

			I tried to clear my mind as we followed the crowd into the presentation space. Round tables were set with crisp white tablecloths and pitchers of coffee, and the ceiling-height windows let sunshine spill past the stage and podium. I was fully prepared to slip into a seat at the back-most table, but a server approached my side. “Your seat is this way, Ms. Angel.”

			Of course it is. I shouldn’t have even pretended I’d be allowed to blend into the background.

			The woman placed me at the front and center table as the other groups filtered to their seats unescorted. Instead of sitting next to me, Quan drifted to the side of the room, taking up a post near a secondary door. I angled my body so I wasn’t staring at him but could check on him from the corner of my eye. Just because he was getting under my skin didn’t mean I could leave him unsupervised.

			As a server poured me a cup of much-needed coffee, I flipped open the folder waiting in my place. Someone had changed my itinerary. After the keynote speech, all visitors were scheduled for a walking tour of campus and lunch at a private reception. The afternoon would be spent here, holding an information panel for prospective applicants, both current students and alumni. Dinner with the faculty had been stricken out of my new schedule; now I was booked for a private evening with the university president.

			Yikes. Why ever for? It couldn’t be just the two of us.

			“Ms. Márquez?” A man pulled out the chair next to mine.

			I’d never seen him in person, but his photo had come across my desk more than once, and even without my memory, I wouldn’t have forgotten the boy-next-door blue eyes behind Richard Card’s thick black glasses.

			“Mr. Card. So nice to meet you in person.” I’d always wanted to meet my L.A. Pack equivalent—he came highly recommended.

			“Call me Rich.” He offered a firm handshake, and I couldn’t help but return his friendly smile.

			“Please call me Angel.”

			“Angel, then.” Rich smoothed the lapels of his tailored brown suit. “You’ve got everyone stirred up. No one expected the M10 to show this year.”

			“We didn’t expect to attend.” I flattened the cloth napkin over my lap. “Roster changes are always a surprise.”

			“I heard Cyclone jumped ship.”

			I bunched my fists in the cloth napkin. Idiot Cyclone. When the Manhattan Ten’s flakiest hero broke his contract to go searching for his mermaid true love, I hadn’t been able to keep the story from the press. “And now we need a replacement.”

			Rich’s gaze shifted past me to Quan. “Isn’t he it?”

			“Not quite.” I wasn’t planning to spread the truth around, but if anyone understood, it would be Rich—he knew what a rollercoaster the job was. I’d need his trust and his contacts for investigating the Pack. “He’s playing bodyguard, but it’s a favor for Panther. They’re brothers.”

			Rich shook his head, flashing a wry smile. “Typical, right? I already had to change our schedule this morning and haul Pixie awake—Haze took a midnight flight to go base jumping off the Burj Khalifa.”

			“Heroes.” I shook my head. Nothing was ever dull.

			Rich exhaled deeply and ran a hand through his hair. His exhaustion showed in the deep circles under his eyes. “It’s like babysitting toddlers. They never think of the consequences.”

			“Can’t argue that.” I spared Quan a quick glance. The way he leaned against the wall, all coiled aggression, it was impossible to think of him as a child—he looked more apt to take over a government than to pillage a cookie jar. However they looked, all heroes had their moments of carelessness. “Some days I feel like a glorified maid.”

			“Don’t we all?” Rich glanced from side to side and leaned toward me. “If you—”

			I didn’t get to hear whatever else he wanted to say.

			“Hey, Brainboy.” Pixie plopped into the seat at Rich’s side and reached for the coffee carafe. “You flirting with my girl over here?”

			“Pix.” I tsked. It was common knowledge that Rich hated his sidekick-style nickname. I’d hate having that kind of name too.

			“I woke her up at five.” Rick waved away the slight, but his features seemed a little pinched. “She hasn’t forgiven me yet.”

			“We’ll be square after five or six more cups of caffeine.” Pixie spooned sugar into her mug.

			“Good morning, everyone.” The Dean of Heroics, Leila Wendland, leaned over the mic at the podium. “If you can all settle down, we’ll begin the program.” In her sleek two-piece business suit, with her dark braids pulled back into a bun, she looked almost the same as I remembered. She shot me a subtle smile.

			Still my favorite professor at UCLA. “Please help me in welcoming our esteemed President, Ms. Mary Donovan.”

			In the wake of a round of applause, the president took the steps in all her glory, wearing a flawless pantsuit and her trademark gray-blonde bob. Even well into her fifties, her skin still looked like porcelain. “Good morning.” She set down her notebook and looked over the crowd, her gaze stopping on me. “It’s lovely to see so many new and familiar faces.”

			I couldn’t miss that not-so-subtle nod my way, and neither did the crowd. I didn’t quite shrink down in my chair, but I had to wonder—why the extra attention?

			As President Donovan went on about our responsibilities to the next generation of heroes, I couldn’t help but drift. What was the subtext here?

			Although, I’d certainly find out. Likely at this private dinner function. I clapped when the others clapped, ready to get on with the day.

			I wanted to skip the campus tour and check my e-mail—Lord knew I remembered how to find the dining hall—but that would be poor etiquette. I had to go along with the plan today.

			Quan’s imposing form hovered at the edge of my vision as a chipper undergrad separated us into tour groups. Thank goodness he was behaving.

			His smooth, bare skin—

			Oh, please. My brain and I were not going there.

			I shifted my attention from him to our tour guide and did my best to get through the morning. Every step sparked a new memory.

			A Frisbee landing at Pix’s feet—she tosses it back to the guys on the quad, sending it soaring across the quad to land on the roof of Powell Library. French toast sticks at brunch. Slapping Dave Penbroke’s hand away when he tried to feel me up at the Homecoming mixer—his bloodshot eyes and the creepy-crawlies that lingered on my skin.

			Even now it made me shudder.

			Given the choice, I’d rather flash back to Quan, but that was the problem with my power. I didn’t get a choice.

			Quan

			“This one is for Angel. What are you looking for in an ideal recruit?”

			Another one. The rest of the suits and heroes on the panel sat either stone-faced or bored off their asses. Nine out of ten questions went directly to Angel and the tenth guy usually hoped she’d answer anyway.

			Up on the podium, Angel rubbed her forehead. “I think I’ve already answered a similar question. Maybe someone else could field this one?” She glanced hopefully along the table.

			“I’d really like to hear more about the M10.” The student girl bounced on her toes. “You’re my first choice crew.”

			They were probably missing Angel’s irritation, but her lines screamed tension now that I knew what to look for. I’d been watching close. Her tells were subtle, but I was pretty sure when she tapped her pen against the table, she was imagining strangling the shit out of some of these undergrads.

			Even though I was hanging back to observe the woman, I couldn’t figure her. I’d thought she was cold, but cool was closer to the truth. She could get put off or flustered—she just bounced back so fast the signs were easy to miss.

			Not a robot. Just tightly coiled.

			But what would happen when she got sprung? I licked my lips.

			Maybe I could do the springing.

			Angel launched into the same list of facts she’d been repeating all afternoon, but the crowd leaned in like she was offering the secrets to long life and fortune. The question girl finally sat down all flushed with new knowledge.

			Weird-ass college kids.

			The moderator asked for the next question, but the dude needed to reevaluate. I didn’t hang around many college info sessions, but even I knew he was supposed to make sure that everyone got a chance to speak.

			A guy surrounded by his whispering buddies got pushed to his feet and took the mic.

			“Uh…” He glanced back at his posse, who hissed whispers. “Is Steel really dating the Princess of Monaco?”

			Angel turned to the moderator, but he gave her a dead fish stare that said he wasn’t doing shit about the question. Maybe he wanted the answer too.

			Angel stopped tapping her pen and gripped it so hard her knuckles turned white.

			This gets better and better. What was she going to do?

			“I’m not at liberty to speak about our members’ personal lives, and even if I were, this wouldn’t be the appropriate venue. Do you have another question?”

			One hit kill.

			“Yeah…” The boy faded under Angel’s gaze, but a glance back at his supporters made him straighten. “Will there be a Temptress photo book?”

			Ho. Ly. Shit.

			I leaned forward and I couldn’t help a grin. That controlled shell shattered as Angel’s eyes blazed. Just that look and the asshole fell back into his chair.

			“What’s your name?” Her voice was even, but something in her undertone said she was about to blacklist this kid from the Manhattan Ten and anywhere else she had sway. So probably everywhere. Kiss your future goodbye, kid.

			He tried to huddle down, but Angel didn’t break her gaze, and he gave like the whole audience knew he would. The sweet stench of his fear cut through every other scent. “Mitchell Carey.”

			“If you’re here today because you want to be a hero, I suggest you get serious about it. These heroes and heroines you gossip about are working every day to keep you and all of us safe, and they might be your coworkers someday. They and I both deserve your respect.” Angel scribbled something on the paper in front of her. “Next question.”

			Heavy silence fell as a cloud of guilt rose.

			Nice.

			I’d always thought I could quiet a room, but this was a new level.

			Angel scanned the crowd, and her gaze found mine. Her eyes narrowed.

			Yeah. I was grinning. Running my tongue over my teeth, I felt the familiar jab of fangs. Shifting wasn’t in my plans for the day, but it was hard to stop a little cat from slipping through when I was having such a good time listening to Angel eviscerate kids.

			I stepped off the wall, ready to get a piece of the action. According to our little game, I was Angel’s bodyguard.

			Who better to back her up?

			Time to have a chat with my boy, Mitch.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Angel

			I sensed Quan becoming a problem before I saw him. I should’ve been paying closer attention to him all afternoon, but honestly. How many times could I answer the same question and steal the spotlight?

			And a Temptress photo book?

			Jenny lays on the couch in Tank’s office, blonde curls sprawling. Her perky peach sundress. Twining her fingers with Tank’s over lunch in the cafeteria, secret smiles on both their faces—

			Even my patience was frayed.

			Quan stood at the back of the room grinning and obviously plotting. My shoulders sank as he stalked down the aisle between chairs, turning the students’ heads.

			What’s he doing?

			He stopped in front of Mitchell Carey, who I’d already written off as useless. Quan spoke so low that his voice didn’t carry over the whispers in the crowd. I couldn’t see his face, but his muscles were taut with threat.

			Professor Rogers was supposed to be in charge, but he hadn’t done his job since introducing the panel members, so why should he start now? Not that the non-super-powered old gentleman would be much of a match for Quan, who was hauling Mitchell up by his shirt.

			Fabric tore.

			Time for me to step in.

			I started to rise, but caught a frontal view of Quan. His teeth were subtly pointed, but his fingertips were rounded instead of clawed—and he wore a subtle smirk.

			Quan’s expression was nothing like the darkly intense face he’d showed when he lunged at me. That little smile was the same one his brother wore when he was getting into mischief.

			Although it never made my breath catch when it was Panther. On Quan…

			I couldn’t help wondering where else he wore that expression.

			Not relevant.

			I had to focus. Should I let Quan carry on?

			Probably not. It was a little unprofessional to have my bodyguard manhandle the students, but part of me wanted to haul Mitchell up by his collar and shake him. I might as well enjoy Quan letting loose for me.

			Quan glanced my way, quirking an eyebrow. Was he asking me for permission?

			I gave a slight nod. Let him do what he wants. I couldn’t deal with any more prying into the heroes’ personal lives or attempts to get recruited veiled as a not-so-subtle questions.

			Flashing a broad and slightly animalistic smile, Quan dragged Mitchell across the carpet. He tossed, actually tossed, the boy into the hallway, and then took up a post at the door, arms folded, daring anyone to misbehave.

			I covered my mouth with my hand to hide the smile I couldn’t stop. It shouldn’t be funny. I should be worried I’d just allowed Quan to make a scene. His behavior reflected poorly on both the M10 and me.

			Mitchell’s eyes widening as his collar tears, balancing on his toes as Quan hauls him to his feet.

			I coughed to keep from laughing. For the first time in a very long time, I couldn’t care about the repercussions. Quan had only done exactly what I wanted to do.

			“Um.” A girl took one of the mics. “This is for the St. Louis Seven. What kinds of cases do you usually work on locally?”

			Attention slowly shifted from Quan to the SL7’s rep, who was glad to get a word in.

			I relaxed into my chair, trying to ignore Quan’s smug posture at the back of the room. He was enjoying himself far too much.

			Although maybe I was too.

			As the session continued the questions balanced out and I was allowed out of the center of attention. Maybe the students were experiencing a jolt of reality. The M10 only needed one member. At most, I’d be willing to add two to the roster if the candidates were excellent.

			Rough odds.

			Finally, the panel ended to thunderous applause and I motioned for Quan to join me at the front of the room. He sauntered over in a three-foot bubble of space that no one dared enter.

			Quan lifted his sunglasses, revealing unapologetic orange-brown eyes. “Am I in trouble, boss?”

			“You’d know if you were in trouble.” I bit back my smile while we were still surrounded by an audience. “But no harm done.”

			“I have to keep things interesting around here.” Quan leaned against the table, both unchastised and unworried. “What’s the next show?”

			“A private dinner with the university authorities. Are you sure you’re up for it?” Though neither of us had a choice. I had to keep him at my side, regardless of what was on the agenda.

			“I’m always up for a meal. But I’d rather have a private dinner with you.” He licked his full lips, drawing an unexpected shiver from me.

			His bare—

			I whirled before the memory could take hold. “Let’s find our ride.”

			Leila Wendland waited for us at the exit. “Angelina.” She gave a warm smile and firm handshake. “I was so pleased you could make it this year. How’s my favorite former student?”

			“Dean Wendland.” I returned the smile. “Same old same old in New York. How are things in the program?”

			“Leila, please. Technically you outrank me now.”

			Ha. “You’re the dean of the most prestigious Heroics department in the world. I highly doubt that.”

			“And you’re the manager of the crew that every one of my students wants to join. I warn you now, I have a few candidates to recommend.”

			“Of course. It would be a help.” I dreaded digging through the applications, and her opinion was exactly the one I needed to help wade through them all.

			“Let’s head to the restaurant.” She glanced at Quan but didn’t ask questions—she’d already be aware that I’d added a bodyguard to my party. “We’ll talk shop with Mary. She’s meeting us there.”

			“Of course.” I was conscious of Quan’s presence behind us as we walked to the car. His energy was palpable, but it wasn’t him I needed to focus on. “Can I ask why I got bumped from the faculty dinner?”

			“I’ll let the president broach that topic, but it’s nothing to worry over,” Dean Wendland said.

			We’d reached the car, and the driver held the door open. As Leila slid in, Quan’s hot breath swept across the back of my neck.

			I managed not to jump, but my skin prickled like I’d been struck by lightning. Why was he so close?

			Instead of entering the car, I turned to check what Quan was up to. He didn’t even have the decency to look innocent. “Are you planning to make trouble?”

			“Not planning.” Quan slipped his sunglasses into his pocket. “But I keep my options open.”

			“Let’s just get through dinner in one piece, okay?”

			“Which piece?” Quan’s heat was like a wall against my back.

			Quan’s weight pressing me down, his orange eyes like daggers on my skin—

			The man was worse than Steel.

			But I didn’t hate it. Not at all, even though I was treading dangerous ground.

			I hopped in the car, retreating to chat with the dean. Quan folded in after me.

			The moment Quan crossed a line with me, I’d have to shut him down, but either he hadn’t crossed one yet or my lines weren’t where I thought they were.

			Was this the kind of man I was attracted to?

			Was I lusting after such a catty attitude?

			He adjusted his tie as he settled into the seat across from me, shooting a dark glare that sped my pulse. And there were my answers.

			Yes and yes.

			I took a deep breath. I’d avoided men entirely and now wasn’t the time to change my operational guidelines. I knew almost nothing about Quan except for how he looked naked, and I couldn’t get involved unless the man was a 100% keeper.

			Not even Tank truly met the requirements. I doubted that Quan would measure up, and with all the sexual energy and mischief he threw off, he didn’t seem like the kind who cared about getting to know a girl.

			The bottom line was that any entanglement would end up a disaster. My life was full when it came to complication; the last thing I needed was another panther shifter in the game.

			Keep it professional.

			I shifted my attention back to Dean Wendland, happy to engage in small talk, but just walking down the thought path with Quan had opened up a box of possibilities I didn’t want to think about. I forced myself to focus. Being businesslike was my best talent, and I wasn’t letting a bit of lust shake me.

			I had a job to do.

			Arriving at the restaurant didn’t do anything to ease my tension. The maître d’ ushered us into the private dining room where President Donovan waited. With Rich Card.

			“Sorry for the change in your schedule.” President Donovan shook my hand. “Thanks for accommodating a chat.”

			“Of course.” Although I’d be happier after I figured out what this was about.

			“Angel.” Rich offered his hand, wearing a bit of a smirk. “Didn’t think you’d be seeing me again soon, did you?”

			“Rich.” I returned the handshake, slightly puzzled. “I didn’t realize you were joining us.” Private meetings did tend to be private, but at least his company would take some attention off me.

			“I can’t let the Manhattan Ten steal all the glory, can I?”

			I couldn’t really take that as a dig. Despite my efforts to deflect questions, I’d absolutely commandeered the info panel.

			“Sit, sit.” President Donovan smoothed her slacks as she took her chair, and I ended up sitting next to Rich. Quan chose not to take the seat at the head of the table—instead, he positioned himself next to the doorway like a proper bodyguard.

			Probably so he can freak out the wait staff. But let him do what he wants. I just hoped that skipping the meal wouldn’t make him cranky.

			Ignoring Quan as long as the others were, I turned to the conversation. The president chatted about enrollment, and Dean Wendland chipped in some statistics on the accomplishments of our new generations of heroes. By the time we’d placed our orders, they were getting to the point.

			“Obviously, Heroics is our prestige department, but we’re always looking to strengthen industry ties,” President Donovan said.

			Bingo.

			Dean Wendland swilled her wineglass, her peach nail polish vibrant against her dark skin, “Frankly, we’re having difficulty placing graduates. Crew positions are limited, and with enrollments increasing each year, we need to funnel more talent to other areas.”

			“Where they’re sorely needed,” the president agreed.

			I nodded. “That seems straightforward enough.” Nurturing young heroes was a priority for all of us, and helping them find practical career prospects was critical. Maybe I’d only realized how critical after the panel session.

			Rich poured me a glass of Chardonnay from the tableside bottle. “To make a sports analogy, it’s like the guys on the third string at a Division III football school think they have realistic chances of playing in the NFL.”

			“An epidemic of unrealistic optimism,” the president said. “And we’re starting to field backlash for the low alumni employment rates.”

			“I’d be happy to take on some additional interns. We can always use a few more capable hands around the office.” I took a sip of wine, letting the problem mull.

			“That would be an excellent start,” Dean Wendland said, “but we’re hoping to impose on you a bit more.”

			As expected. But given the cause, I’d help if I could. “What do you have in mind?”

			Rich adjusted his glasses as he leaned into the conversation. “We’ve been piloting a few new programs at the Pack, given that we’re the most prominent local crew. Anything from regular job shadows to getting prospective students face time with our more reliable members.”

			Steel with co-eds? No way. Ruin and Thunder would be fantastic at making a good impression, and Jet and Nil could participate—maybe even Panther and Ivory if they promised not to spar with the students. “It sounds promising, but scheduling is definitely a concern.” Hence why I was in town rather than Tank & Co.

			“Of course,” the dean said, “and that’s why job shadows are such an exciting prospect.”

			“We’ve upped the ante on internships.” Rich shifted aside as servers stepped between us with the appetizer course. “Getting time in the field has really affected the seniors who’ve participated—they’re developing a much more realistic view of hero work, and for the most part, turning their attention to areas where they’d be a better fit.”

			In the field? “You’re letting students work on active cases?”

			Rich nodded. “Of course.”

			My gears spun. If the Pack was letting students into their facilities and giving them access to sensitive information, it could explain the contact the FBI had traced.

			But it couldn’t be that simple. The Pack would have to do thorough background checks, and they’d find out if a prospective intern had contacts to anti-hero organizations.

			“I can discuss this with Tank, but I doubt that’s feasible for the Ten.” As in, I know it’s not feasible. With all the confidential information involved in the average case, the legal ramifications were staggering. Plus, putting untrained college kids in the field seemed like an excellent way to get them hurt. “As I said, I’m happy to take on more interns, but I really think keeping them on the business side is the logical move until they’re ready.”

			The president speared a piece of shrimp ceviche. “We were all hoping that your attendance meant the Manhattan Ten would be taking a more active interest in on-campus activities. Given that most of your roster are alumni, we’d like to host them on campus a bit more often. Run some speaking programs, maybe a guest lecture here or there.”

			I was starting to feel the blame. “It sounds great, but I can’t commit without talking to the crew and getting some more detailed information.”

			I turned my attention to Rich. Even though I was still a firm “no” on job shadowing, I had to get my foot into the door of his offices. I could fake ambivalence for the sake of the investigation. “Maybe we can meet privately to discuss some of the initiatives you’ve undertaken at the Pack? You’re hosting the cocktail at your building tomorrow evening, if I recall.”

			“You recall correctly.” Rich gave a half smile, sweeping the longest pieces of his sandy blond hair behind his earlobes. “Let’s plan to slip away for a few minutes and I’ll show you some of the info. Other than Haze, my full roster will be there, so I’ll take any excuse for a break.”

			“I know the feeling.” Full roster events made me want to tear my hair out, and the Pack’s crew made my heroes look like saints. Even Pixie. I loved her to death, but last I’d seen her on the news, she’d hand-compacted the Porsche of a venture capitalist who idiotically referred to her as a “cute piece of ass.” I fully supported her retaliation, but I was glad I didn’t have to deal with the fallout like Rich did.

			As the president and dean debated the merits of the hero ROTC program, Rich leaned closer. “I hope you’ll actually consider it. I know the Ten get their pick of heroes, but shaping the young ones is the smart long-term move for us in the community.” He smiled, flashing those blue eyes, and I wondered what my hormones were doing.

			I had zero response to the nice, responsible, clean-cut guy who was possibly the only person who understood the challenges of my job and life. But the wild panther man? The one who’d arrived as a thorn in my toe?

			Of course he was the one stuck in my head.

			“I’ll walk you through some of the programs.” As Rich adjusted his body, he twisted, resting a hand on the back of my chair. “You’ll see the—”

			Rich’s arm jerked, and Quan was there, stepping between us with his six plus feet of angry muscle.

			“Don’t touch her.” The voice was laced with open threat—practically a growl.

			And there was the line. “What’re you doing, Quan?”

			He responded with an actual growl.

			Time to have a chat I’d been hoping to avoid. “Excuse us for a moment.” I grabbed Quan’s elbow and dragged him from the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Quan

			I could’ve resisted Angel’s tug, but I wanted space between her and that oily bastard, Rich. Something about him that I couldn’t pinpoint lifted my hackles, and he reeked of deception.

			Although it would be easy enough to claw it out of him…

			Angel jabbed me in the chest with a sharp finger, her eyes and cheeks hot with indignation. “What was that about?”

			“He smells like a liar.”

			Angel’s hands balled into fists. Someone doesn’t like that answer. “Even if I believe you, that’s not how to behave. You can’t assault people, Quan.”

			“Assault?” That wasn’t a candle to assault, although if I was already being accused…

			“We’re not done.” She grabbed my arm when I would’ve reentered the room to tell the guy how I really felt. “I blame myself for humoring you, but you can’t do that again.”

			“Aren’t I your bodyguard?”

			Angel’s eyes hardened. “My pretend bodyguard.”

			“Well, I’m playing the part, and I don’t like the guy.” Maybe lashing out was over the top, but my nose was never wrong, and keeping Rich away from Angel was instinctive, especially if I was supposed to care for her like Balam wanted me to. He’d be pissed if I let her be harmed, and I was starting to respect the woman.

			She took a deep breath. “I don’t like being teased—”

			“I wasn’t—” I started, but she cut me off.

			“Let me make this clear. I don’t need a bodyguard or a caretaker or anyone else to manage my relationships. Maintaining good terms with Rich is a priority right now, and what you just did isn’t helping my investigation.”

			Investigation? I could help with that. “What are you—?”

			Angel lifted a finger in front of her lips. “Not here. Now can you behave, or do we have to go back to the hotel?”

			A growl rose in my throat. We were back to square one now—treating me like a goddamned toddler. This time I wasn’t playing nice. “Hotel.”

			“If that’s what you want.” Angel exhaled, just in case I was wondering whether I was a pain in her ass. “Stay here. I’ll go make our excuses.”

			She slipped back into the dining room, and I leaned against the wall. I expected some disparaging shit about how she was babysitting, but all she did was apologize, saying she’d just gotten a phone call and we had to slip away.

			Did anyone believe that?

			Whatever.

			I didn’t mind screwing her over, especially when I was right. Now I just needed some proof to back up my instinct on Rich.

			Angel would see—my nose was never wrong.

			Angel

			By the time we made it back to the hotel, I was fried. I couldn’t say Quan was sulking, but he sat in silence, a mountain of aggressive energy that set me on edge. I needed a long bath, a glass of wine and about twelve hours of sleep.

			Right. You’ll be lucky for two out of three.

			I called room service for the wine and some extra snacks and started running hot water in the tub. Quan stripped off his jacket and sprawled on the sofa in our sitting room, but he couldn’t quite fit, and his feet hung over the arm. Something about the size of him…maybe his suppressed strength or easy confidence…

			Quan’s hot breath the back of my neck. His fierce orange gaze as he yanks Rich’s arm away—

			I might be drawn to Quan, but I couldn’t allow him a permanent place in my thoughts. Lust or not, I prided myself on my logic, and Quan was chaos in human form. Entanglement was not an option.

			When the room service arrived, I plucked out my bottle and glass and set the tray in front of Quan. “I ordered food for you. Can you be ready by seven tomorrow?”

			“Maybe.” Quan gave me a lazy, appraising gaze that made me feel very on display.

			I gripped the front of my jacket, drawing my lapels closer together. “Maybe?”

			“If you tell me what you’re investigating.” Quan rolled onto an elbow, but nothing about him seemed relaxed.

			Did I dare? I didn’t quite trust Quan, but I didn’t distrust him either. The man lived in a tree house, so it wasn’t as if he had a web of worldwide contacts to share information with. And frankly, I doubted he cared what I was looking into. Quan had to have some other agenda. “Does it matter?”

			“I like to know what I’m in for.” Quan smiled, flashing pointed canines. “Got to know who’s okay to kill.”

			My heart thumped too fast, but what was I reacting to? The threat in those teeth, or the way the smile made Quan’s eyes glow orange? The expression couldn’t be called cute when he was making threats, but somehow I couldn’t look away. “You’re not allowed to kill anyone.”

			“Boring.” He let out a breath. “How do you expect me to make it through the week like that?”

			Like a normal human being?

			But maybe that was asking too much when Quan was technically only part human. “I’m looking into connections between the L.A. Pack and an anti-hero organization.” That was all he needed to know and as much as I was willing to say. “I promise, if our lives are in danger, you can defend us however necessary.” The odds of that happening were so slim that I could make that promise knowing no one would get hurt.

			“That’s better.” Quan stretched luxuriously on the couch, lengthening his already long frame and giving a tantalizing glimpse of the muscle underneath his white dress shirt. Another image for the memory bank. “I have to get my claws on that Rich asshole.”

			I sucked in a breath, shifting from lust to logic in a nanosecond. “Absolutely not.”

			“He’s bad news.” Quan examined his fingernails, and it was safe to say he was visualizing claws. “Bad fucking news.”

			“His record is exemplary.” He was highly respected in the hero community, and I hadn’t sensed anything off with his behavior. Although my observation skills wouldn’t go into full effect until I’d spent more time with the man and had a database of conversations and expressions to compare. First impressions were limited.

			“That’s why he’s dangerous.”

			I couldn’t discount Quan’s opinion even if it seemed ridiculous. Maybe his nature gave him a sixth sense that I lacked. “I’ll take that into consideration, but please don’t go after him again.”

			“Nice.” Quan’s gaze traced up and down my body, and I inadvertently stepped backward as heat warmed my cheeks. “You’re hot when you’re not so fucking pissed at me.”

			My fingers twitched, almost reaching out to him.

			I whirled away before I could move closer. “See you in the morning.”

			After retreating with my wine, I locked the door behind me. What was happening to me? Quan couldn’t be that irresistible. No man was that irresistible.

			But still, my pulse fluttered.

			I needed some distance and some peace if I was going to get through the next days. Then he’d be gone and I’d be back to work as usual, if with a few added flesh memories.

			After having a good soak and putting a dent in my Pinot Gris, I should’ve been mellow, but between Quan and everything else on my plate, my brain was in overdrive. I hadn’t really prepped for my meetings tomorrow, but there’d be time in the morning, and I should’ve checked in with Tank and Ruin already. I needed to keep on top of things at the office.

			I did some e-mailing in my bathrobe, and it was midnight before I felt ready to quit for the evening. A dull headache made me queasy.

			I curled into bed, closed my eyes, and—

			Quan’s eyes, vivid orange, so close to me, his body pressed against mine.

			I refused to think about this.

			Tank’s back, firm against my chest, as he piggybacks me home after a long night, both of us smelling like cheap beer and cigarettes.

			Jenny lying on Tank’s couch, her pale gleaming shoulder, the concern in his eyes—

			Why this? Of all the memories?

			My abuela, a glass of spiced whiskey clutched in her wrinkled fingers. “Don’t live in the past, Lina. It will poison you.”

			Ha. There was some advice I wished I could take.

			Rather than toss and turn for hours, I grabbed my laptop and headed for the desk in the sitting room. Might as well do something productive.

			I cued up some FBI records and started sifting through the Pack’s phone logs. If I memorized enough entries, I might be able to spot a pattern.

			I’d been at it for at least an hour when Quan stumbled out of his bedroom, shirtless. My stomach tightened. At least he was wearing pants.

			Before my gaze could sweep down his body again, I locked my eyes on the computer screen.

			“What are you doing?” Quan padded closer, his feet silent against the carpet.

			“Just a little research.”

			“Now?”

			“Couldn’t sleep.” I flicked off the lamp, leaving only the glow of the laptop. “Do you need anything?”

			Quan leaned on the arm of the sofa, seeming more at ease in the darker room. “Do you ever rest?”

			“Every so often. What about you?” I hadn’t expected any 2 a.m. company.

			“Not with that typing.” His eyebrows lifted, amused rather than angry.

			“Sorry.” I shut the laptop and blinked into the darkness. “I’ll go back to my room.” One of us might as well sleep.

			“Nah. It’s fine. Just…”

			I could barely see him in the dark, and I didn’t like the mystery. I worked my bare toes against the carpet. Should’ve left the lamp on.

			“You seem tired.” Quan’s voice was surprisingly soft, but I couldn’t help a twinge of annoyance. Did everyone need to tell me that? Was I really so haggard all the time?

			“I don’t sleep much, but it’s nothing to worry about.”

			“No?” Suddenly Quan was standing much closer, only the desk separating us. “You need to take it down before you burn yourself to the ground.”

			“I don’t think you know me well enough to say that.”

			Quan stretching on the sofa, his muscles pulling against the fabric. His hot breath on the back of my neck as I head for the limo. Strong thighs pressing against me—

			“Maybe not.” Quan moved back into the shadows. “But my nose is never wrong.”

			I retreated to my bedroom.

			Maybe he didn’t know me, but I was getting more and more of him on permanent record. So far, I could deal with the level of recall he was causing, but if he got any closer…

			I’d need to keep my wits about me.

			Rather than dwelling, I dug into my files on the students for tomorrow. I’d already formed a short list of candidates, so all that was left was to meet and schedule a few one-on-one meetings. Then I had my own one-on-one with Rich to worry about.

			I’d play that one by ear. Rich would know what was going on with the Pack if anyone would, but I didn’t want to step on his toes more than I already had or imply that he’d done anything wrong. The last thing we needed was to bring egos into the mix, especially when he seemed so eager to one-up the Ten. The messages the FBI had tracked could as easily be a trick as anything else, meant to lure nosy supers in for the slaughter.

			If someone internal was involved…

			Five supers had been murdered, and although Ivory had taken care of the actual killers, whoever had orchestrated the deaths was still at large.

			The victims deserved justice, and I’d do my part to get it for them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Angel

			The day was a disaster by 9 a.m. As soon as the doors opened, a throng of students bee-lined to my booth. My table had started the morning lined with pamphlets and free pens and memo pads—now it held an unruly mountain of résumés, photo books and flash drives. Most students had provided videos of their powers, but for some reason, others felt that live demonstrations would win me over.

			A gust of wind whipped at the papers, sending them soaring as a wind-powered girl in a unitard showed off her skills.

			“No power demonstrations, please,” I raised my voice, for all the good it did. And please reconsider the yellow spandex bodysuit. As soon as the wind girl set her drive on the table, a boy stepped up and shimmering silver bubbles spilled from his palms. As he popped them, they each played a note of music, plinking to the tune of “Don’t Pass Me By”. Obscure Beatles songs weren’t winning him extra points.

			Quan stepped in for the seventh time. “No demonstrations.”

			The boy’s bubbles all popped in a discordant chorus of notes and he dropped a binder before slinking away. I wanted to bang my forehead against the table.

			Musical bubbles? How could that possibly help in investigations?

			Thank the sweet Lord for Quan. If he weren’t here, I would’ve drowned by now.

			Not one of these students would listen. My job regularly involved talking down drunk heroes, dealing with the paparazzi and wading through fierce legal battles, but my authority had no power with these kids, who were much too eager to show off.

			“No” seemed to be college slang for “please try harder”.

			When the doors closed for the noon lunch break and the last students trickled away, I wanted to collapse. Instead I put my head on my arms, resting on a pile of wrinkled résumés. Quan slipped into the chair at my side. “We really have to do that again?”

			“Those were just the freshmen and sophomores.” After lunch, the upperclassmen were up, and I was praying that the morning was an example of immaturity. It couldn’t be the same thing twice.

			It just couldn’t.

			My head would split open.

			I hadn’t realized that Quan had disappeared until he touched my arm with a cold glass of iced coffee. I wasn’t doing my supervisory duty very well today. “And where’d you get this?”

			“You’d be surprised what you can get when you flash fangs to a freshman.” Quan revealed his pointed canines in a sneaky smile.

			My pulse gave a traitorous thump. I should chastise him if he was really threatening students, but I couldn’t argue with his results. Coffee was absolutely necessary for my survival, and I liked that he’d provided it.

			Quan was oddly caring and observant for a man so eager to fight.

			If we ever got to a point where he was giving me regular smiles I wasn’t sure what I’d do about it. Probably panic, if anything.

			Only a few more days.

			He’d be out of my life once we got back to New York.

			When the doors closed for the night at 6 p.m., I was ready to crawl into a hole. I had a run in my stocking, a mind-splitting headache and about fifty pounds of charred résumés to read through thanks to a fire-powered senior. The show-offs had been in the minority in the afternoon, but it only took one or two to make a mess.

			We retreated to the hotel to get ready for the cocktail party. Getting dressed up and smiling was the last thing I wanted, but at least it gave me an excuse to wear my Nanette Lepore dress. The neckline was a little deep, but I was in love with the lacy black silhouette.

			After caking on concealer to cover my dark circles, I went with a bold orange-red lip, hoping it would draw attention from my crabby attitude. I needed to get my act together before meeting with Rich. Digging for information trumped all the recruitment hoopla.

			Quan stood as I entered the sitting room, his gaze sweeping me up and down. Luckily, I was wearing too much foundation to blush.

			“Looking good.”

			I could’ve said the same. Quan wore the more formal of his new suits featuring tortoiseshell buttons and sharp lapels. He held out his tie. “Little help?”

			“Of course.” I slipped the tie around his neck and started looping the fabric. He smelled as wild as the wind, and I tried to take short breaths to avoid inhaling too deep. Being this close made my skin prickle.

			“Sure you’re up for this?” he asked.

			“Are you?”

			He shrugged, forcing my hands to shift with his movement. “I say we skip it.”

			I was close to considering it, but with the way things were going, I’d never get another moment alone with Rich. I’d barely glimpsed him all day. “If only.”

			“If you want to cut out early, I’ll make a distraction.”

			That sounded better than it should, and he was reversing our roles. “Aren’t I supposed to say that?”

			“Yeah? Then you make the distraction. I’ll sneak off.”

			I swatted his shoulder, but a smile pulled at my lips. “Not likely.”

			Quan’s amusement bled away and he stared down with serious orange-brown eyes. “You look beautiful.”

			I wasn’t sure how to read that, and his tone wasn’t giving anything away. A courtesy compliment or something more?

			Courtesy. Definitely courtesy.

			I wasn’t ready to acknowledge that it could be anything else.

			When Quan’s tie was finished, I was more than glad to step back. “Let’s get this over with.” For once, I was betting I’d be able to get some sleep.

			If I lasted that long between the networking, conspiracies and tempting panther men.

			Quan

			I followed Angel to the car, not even trying to keep my eyes above the horizon.

			Her little black dress clung to every curve, and she’d finally let her hair down in dark waves that fell past her shoulders. I had eyes, so I’d known she was pretty, but this was taking my breath away.

			Brains and beauty.

			Mom would be so proud if I took Angel home, but there was taking home and taking home. Angel wasn’t the type of girl who played around. But she should. The smiling Angel was the best one yet.

			Chica seriously needed to rethink her career. We hopped in the limo and she was already on her phone, swiping through e-mails and texting.

			Always being in touch sounded shitty by my standards, but no one in this world seemed to care about solitude. I rubbed a thumb against the fabric of my suit. The modern world did have a few advantages. Nice threads. Juicy steaks. Little black dresses…

			Not that I was trading my jungle. Just visiting.

			Traffic fucking blew. We were bumper-to-bumper all the way to the party. When we pulled up to a massive glass and chrome tower, I was pretty sure we’d arrived. The whole area smelled like fresh paint and new asphalt.

			Apparently business was good.

			That explained the press circus. A velvet rope blocked off the crowd of photographers, and a stage was set with a photo backdrop filled with logos—mostly the L.A. Pack’s.

			I’d seen a few of their heroes at all these events. What pack?

			My tribe could tear them apart. Shit, just B and I could take down most of the so-called heroes strolling around.

			“You can skip the photos.” Angel straightened her hair in the tinted window. “I’ll pose for some pictures and meet you on the other side.”

			I made a noncommittal grunt. We’ll see.

			She took a deep breath and tapped on the window. The driver opened the door and Angel stepped into a lightning storm of flashes. I winced at the light and barrage of shouts and questions, but stuck close to Angel’s side.

			As she started up the steps, I held back. It would be easy enough to cross behind the stage and leave her to it, but…

			She didn’t need to be up there alone. Whether that was me keeping my word to Balam or because I was starting to see the woman under the hard-ass disguise—whatever. I just couldn’t leave her hanging.

			I lunged over the two steps and reached the center of the stage at the same time as Angel.

			“What are you doing?” She spoke through a forced smile.

			“Showing the world how pretty I look in this suit.”

			Her lashes fluttered, and the forced smile bled into a real one. “Fair enough.”

			I’d eat that smile for breakfast.

			I slipped in behind Angel to glare at the photographers when it hit me like one of the camera flashes. My hand had somehow slipped to Angel’s shoulder. Her smooth skin felt like silk against my palm and it took everything I had to keep from pulling her into my chest to block the photos.

			Fuck.

			That was territorial as shit.

			Angel stared up at me, her plump lips parted. I started to lean in, then froze.

			I didn’t…

			That wasn’t…

			Fuck me.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Angel

			Quan’s hand touched my shoulder in a brush of flesh that made me shiver. I met his gaze as he stared deep into me, but I couldn’t imagine what he was thinking.

			“You look beautiful.” Quan’s body hovering over mine. His hot breath on the back of my neck.

			Then Quan’s eyes widened. He pulled away like I’d just slapped him and strode across the stage.

			My fault? A few lenses flicked Quan’s way and I could already see the photographers brewing stories.

			Quan paused in the alcove, so I didn’t have to go running after him. Instead, I stayed and smiled until my face felt plasticized and there were enough photos of me to populate an issue of Us Weekly.

			“Are you okay?” I grabbed Quan by the sleeve and tugged him into the lobby where we’d be well out of camera range.

			“Fine.” He pulled his sunglasses from his pocket and set them in place. “Too bright.”

			I could agree with that. I was still blinking away camera flashes, and all I had were normal human eyes. “Shall we?”

			Quan nodded, and we took a silent elevator ride up to the reception floor. As the doors opened, I had to wonder if the caterer was willing to work bicoastal—the floor had been cleared out, making space for standing tables decked in silver and white linens. Votives and white roses packed the centerpiece displays, and an impressive spread of L.A. fusion foods weighed down the buffet table. The wait staff zipped around in crisp uniforms, passing out champagne and sushi and nibbles wrapped in bacon.

			I couldn’t see a single flaw in the operation.

			Quan had spotted the buffet, and I waved him off. “Go get something while I mingle. Just stay in my sight, okay?” I didn’t think he’d run at this juncture, but after that reaction downstairs, I couldn’t guess what he’d do next.

			“Sure.” He headed toward the table, and the crowd parted in front of him.

			Wish I could do that.

			Trying to decide the best place to start the evening, I scanned the pockets of conversation. And there was Pix, wearing a duct tape dress, Converse and a scowl, tucked into a corner with a glass of what was probably straight whiskey. Even wearing her sourpuss, she made me smile.

			I leaned against the wall at her side. “You’re awful fancy tonight, Pix.”

			She took a swig of whiskey before shooting a dark glare. “You know if you were anyone else, I’d tell you to fuck off, right?”

			“I know. But you really do look nice.”

			“I hate that I can’t be mad at you.” She took another swig, fingers delicate on the glass to keep it from shattering. “Fucking Brainboy over there said he’d dock my salary if I didn’t dress the part. I’m planning to get so plastered that he has to kick me out.”

			“Want to try my plan?” I noted where Rich was positioned, and then waved a server over to grab a glass of champagne. I’d have to make my way toward him as the night went on.

			“Probably not.”

			“Try mingling. Some of these people actually want to meet you.”

			“If you say so.” Pixie finally gave me a head-on look, making a throaty cat noise in response. “Someone looks sexy. You all dressed up for that bodyguard of yours?”

			They way Pix said it left no doubt what she thought Quan was guarding. I tsked. “Of course not. It’s a cocktail event, I wore a cocktail dress.”

			“Oh no no.” She thwacked her glass on the table with a mischievous grin. “You told me yourself at the winter formal—what was it—a girl only dresses like that when she’s trying to impress someone.”

			I point at Shelley Mason in her slinky white gown as she sidles up to Ruin. “A girl only dresses like that to impress someone.”

			Apparently Pixie was the memory keeper now. “That was college. This is a formal business event.” The dynamics were totally different, and I’d packed the dress long before Quan popped out of the jungle.

			“The bodyguard isn’t looking at you like it’s a business event.”

			As I sipped champagne, I peered through the crowd. Quan stood in the shadows, but his gaze connected with mine.

			Like magnets.

			I couldn’t read that dark expression, but nothing about it was mischief. More like, I was a meal he was seriously considering. Not violent, but no less deadly serious.

			Madre María. I downed my champagne for an excuse to break the connection, but that gaze was burned into me now and I couldn’t pretend anymore. Quan was feeling the same lust I was.

			Later, I’d have to deal with it. Somehow.

			For now, I wasn’t above changing the subject. “Speaking of business, I wanted to ask you—how have things been at the Pack?” I smoothed my skirt, attempting to cool myself down. Thankfully, Pixie didn’t fight the change in conversation.

			Pixie shrugged, shifting her duct-taped straps. “Same old. The heroes are a pack of crazies and the Brainboy is a slave-driver.”

			“Has anything unusual happened? Any suspicious staff members?”

			She shot me a sidelong glance. “I’m in the field most days, so I’m not the best one to ask. Is this a hush-hush M10 thing?”

			“Kind of.” I trusted Pixie almost more than anyone else, but she didn’t need to be involved, and she was right—she wasn’t the best one to ask. Worth a shot, though. “Nothing to worry you over.”

			“But you’d tell me if you were in trouble.” She gave me a clear, blue-eyed gaze. It was the same look I’d been getting since I was eighteen—Pix’s rare but sincere serious face.

			“Of course I would.”

			“Good.” She picked up her empty glass. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must mingle with the bartender. Feel free to join me when you’re done being a grown-up.”

			She slipped into the crowd and I went to work, picking through the groups of people clutching their plates of hors d’oeuvres. I spread my greetings around, making sure to say hello to the other crew reps and always keeping Rich and Quan in my sight. Rich was easier to keep tabs on, always at the center of a laughing group.

			Quan slipped between shadows, but hovered at the corner of my eye. When my face ached from false smiles and small talk, I moved to Quan’s side. “Everything okay?”

			He scanned the crowd, his orangey eyes grim. “I wouldn’t trust these people.”

			“I don’t.” Not really. They deserved professional courtesy, but other than those here representing their crews, most were of the rich L.A. crowd who’d probably made donations to the Pack for the chance to elbow with heroes. “I’m going to try to get a minute with Rich. Stay close?”

			“I can do that.” Quan didn’t meet my eyes—instead his watchful gaze kept scanning.

			As I pushed into the crowd, I could sense him somewhere behind me.

			Quan’s hand brushes my shoulder, a flash of heat in the blaze of camera flashes—

			I straightened my hair to compose myself. Memories of Quan were going to haunt me forever. And I’d been getting more of him than anything else lately. Worrisome.

			But…

			If I were being honest?

			There were worse things to remember.

			Business. For now, I had more pressing things to worry about.

			I slipped into the circle of conversation around Rich. “Lovely party, Rich. You’ll have to give me the name of your caterer.” He didn’t get the chance to respond.

			“You’re Angel, aren’t you?” A bleach blonde dripping in gold and diamonds looked me up and down. “Why didn’t Steel come with you?”

			I gave a mental eye roll, but put a smile on my face. “Unfortunately, he’s working a case at the moment. He’ll be back in town in a few weeks to shoot his new movie.”

			She pursed pouty lips. “He told me he’d call.”

			You and a hundred other girls, darling. Steel was a sweet guy, and surprisingly great on a case, but in some ways he was still a frat boy. “I can tell him you were asking, Miss—?”

			“Danica Vreeland.” She twirled a curl around her finger. “Tell him to call soon.” I recognized the name. Another one of his heiress fans.

			“Should we pop in to my office?” Rich asked. “I can give you the caterer’s card.”

			“Of course.” I gave the rest of the circle a smile. “Sorry to steal him away.” We were walking before any of the other heiresses could ask about my heroes. Jet and Thunder’s fan clubs were almost as big as Steel’s.

			I caught Quan’s eye from his position at the edge of the room. He nodded once and followed—he was like having an actual bodyguard, and although I doubted my life would need saving anytime soon, I liked the idea of him having my back.

			When Rich and I popped into the elevator, we both sagged against the wall. He lifted his glasses and rubbed his forehead. “If I get one more request for a hero’s phone number…”

			“You’d think we were running a dating service.” A low headache pulsed in my temples. It wasn’t my event, but I could sense the waves of stress from Rich now that we were alone.

			“These heroes.” Rich shook his head. “Sometimes I wonder why I keep doing it.”

			“I’ve had a few of those days.” Although the rewards were fairly worthwhile. Most of the time, the positives outweighed the trials, but when everything went wrong at once it felt like folding origami in a hurricane.

			Rich flicked the lights to a scene that looked much like our office in New York, filled with rows of low desks and fluorescent lighting. Although, odd to see it empty. I supposed everyone had the night off for the cocktail party.

			His private office featured a long-windowed view over Hollywood. He moved behind his desk, which was packed with manila folders where mine was jammed with monitors. “Do you really want the caterer’s card, or was that an excuse?”

			“I actually do.” Might as well multitask.

			Rich plucked it from an actual Rolodex and handed it to me. I scanned the name and number. “Thanks, that will work. You can keep your copy.”

			He gave a rueful chuckle as he refiled the card. “Wish I could do that trick.”

			“You’ve got the rapid math on me.” I’d heard enough about his talents to know that I preferred them to my memory tricks.

			“I suppose.” Rich leaned back in his chair, folding his arms behind his head. “And do you actually want to talk about the internships? Because that one also had the air of an excuse.”

			I must not have hid my intentions as well as I’d thought. I should’ve known how hard it was to lie to other brain-powers. Still, I couldn’t reveal everything—this had to be very carefully worded. “We’ve had a few incidents with corrupt employees in New York, and I’m wondering if you’ve had any similar problems.”

			He didn’t smile, but his blue eyes lit up. As expected, Rich was pleased to hear of trouble at the Ten. “I didn’t see that one in the press.”

			“And we’d like to keep it that way.” I leaned forward, fixing him with my most guileless gaze. “I’m just trying to tie up loose ends. We had indication that there was a connection to someone at the Pack.”

			“We had to talk to one of the interns about stealing pens, but other than that? The heroes are our main source of drama around here.”

			“What about the disappearance last year?” I’d reviewed the case. Devadutt Atal had been interning with the Pack when he suddenly stopped attending classes at UCLA and the situation was doubly suspicious considering his family were prominent seers. He should’ve been found months ago.

			“The investigation hasn’t found any signs of foul play. Most likely he—” A knock interrupted Rich’s train of thought. “Yes?”

			Rich’s secretary popped her head in. I’d spoken to her earlier—twenty-five, dating an aspiring actor, into crocheting amigurumi. “So sorry to interrupt. Pixie’s making a scene again.”

			Rich tipped his head back, closing his eyes. “Did you tell her to stop?”

			“I tried, but she’s had a few too many.”

			Your plan’s working, Pix. She was about to get thrown out and give me exactly the opportunity I needed.

			Rich gave me a speculative eye. “Can you reason with her?”

			“Sorry. She listens to my advice, but not my orders.” Even if I wasn’t a guest, and taking a night off hero cleanup duty, I was on Pix’s side. Forcing her to attend a party and wear a dress? He’d tempted his own fate, there. “Can I wait for you here?”

			He sighed. “Give me five minutes.”

			As soon as he was out the door, I was on the other side of the desk, clicking around to find whatever management systems the Pack used.

			“That’s not your computer.”

			So close, the voice made me jump. Quan stood shadowed in the doorway.

			“Please don’t sneak like that.” I let out a shaky breath. For one reason or another, my heart couldn’t take it.

			Quan slunk into the office, moving soundlessly as the cat he was. I clicked through applications and file folders, looking for a source of data—payment records, work orders or any kind of paper trail that could point to foul play inside the Pack. Rich had been nice enough to leave himself logged in to most of his programs.

			“Let me know when Rich is on the way?” I could feel Quan’s heat at my back, and it was more than distracting. I squinted at the screen to avoid flashing back to my growing stash of Quan-related memories.

			“Sure.” Instead of retreating to the doorway, Quan leaned in closer. So close, his breath stirred my hair.

			“From over there?” I gestured toward the door. I needed more distance between us. Not less.

			“It doesn’t make a difference.” Quan’s voice sounded so near he might as well be resting his chin on my shoulder. Lord forbid.

			“It makes a difference to me.” I couldn’t possibly focus like this. The monitor faded to a white glow and all I could process was the even sound of Quan’s breath.

			“But I need to stay close.”

			Not this close. I turned, fully prepared to tell him off, but Quan’s face was centimeters from mine. The intensity in his orange eyes forced me back until I butted the desktop. My knees trembled at the unsaid thoughts in that gaze. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“Can’t I?” Quan didn’t move a muscle.

			“You shouldn’t.” I gripped the edge of the desk. What did he hope to get out of this? And why aren’t I pushing him away? I was the one who’d be stuck with the memories, long after Quan disappeared.

			Slowly, Quan leaned in, bracing his arms on either side of me. Holding me captive underneath his steady stare.

			I swallowed and my traitorous heart thumped. Too late to run.

			“You like this.”

			“I…” His body heat. His scent. For once, not a single memory bubbled to the surface. The present had me transfixed.

			Quan’s cheek brushed mine as he leaned in, jolting my skin. “I like this.” His breathy whisper lingered in my ear. “Would you hate being mine?”

			“That’s… I…” The words stuck in my throat.

			Being his?

			Impossible.

			I couldn’t belong to anyone. But that wasn’t Quan’s question. Would I hate it?

			No. Not at all. But not now, and not so suddenly. “I barely know you, Quan.”

			“Not yet.” As Quan pulled back, he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “But you will.”

			As he sauntered to the door, my lungs restarted. Who would have thought I could forget how to breathe?

			I inhaled and exhaled, but the ghost of Quan’s touch lingered.

			Focus. I could relive the moment later. Right now, every second in Rich’s office was a precious chance to work.

			Quan’s arms surrounding me. Cheek to cheek. His hot breath in my ear—

			No. No. And no.

			We were past the point where I could deny my attraction, but I refused to be a slave to it.

			Instead of fantasizing, I bent back to the mouse and started clicking through, but nothing jumped out in Rich’s records. All the typical bills were comparable to ours at the Ten’s tower, and the only things worth noting were the odd items expensed by the Pack’s heroes.

			A David Bowie ice sculpture? Six one-hundred-pound pallets of New Zealand butter? It was ridiculous enough to get my head back in the game.

			What were they thinking?

			Everything else was frustratingly normal. I clicked over to Rich’s browser, looking for a link to the Pack’s intranet and a password box popped up. Time was running out. As I glanced up at Quan, my gaze skimmed the Post-Its that peppered the monitors. Quotes and formulas from famous mathematicians were scrawled over the faded yellow squares, each with a year written underneath. Only…

			Fibonacci wasn’t alive in 1304.

			For once, I didn’t curse my memory. Instead, I entered the numbers clockwise.

			Bingo.

			I was in.

			I wanted more records, but a message window popped up:

			GUEST: Is the arrangement still on?

			A queasy feeling spread through my stomach. “Quan? What made you think Rich was up to something?”

			Quan turned away from the hall. “He reeked of lies.”

			“What exactly does that mean?” Another window popped up.

			GUEST: I can see you online. Are we going through with this?

			Did I type away? It seemed impossible that Rich was the culprit, and responding to this would be another unethical leap.

			“It’s like…” Quan rubbed his scalp. “He’s spent so much time telling lies that his own scent is gone. Whatever he says or does, it’s this bland smell—always even. He wouldn’t get like that unless he was into some dirty business.”

			Scents weren’t my area of expertise, but Quan obviously knew what he was talking about. My fingers hesitated over the keyboard. Might as well take a wild stab. I typed and jabbed the Enter key before I thought better of this little intrigue.

			CARDRICH: What would Dan think of this?

			My pulse thumped as a typing bubble appeared. Quan stalked over, picking up on my tension.

			GUEST: Danny’s fucking dead.

			GUEST: And that’s history. Are we on?

			“Madre de Dios.” I pressed my shaking hands to my chest. Daniel Michelski was the man Ivory had killed in the middle of a flight to Los Angeles—the one we’d suspected was coming to town to meet a contact involved in anti-super activities.

			“What’s the deal?” Quan leaned toward the monitor, trying to see what I saw.

			“Rich.” I could barely process it. It would be like me selling out the Ten—or other super heroes. Why? I kept searching for a reason, for some piece of history that could explain this away, but I came up empty. “He’s the one involved with the anti-supers.”

			I needed to do something, to contact someone, but no one in my endless list of contacts could help me process. Bile rose in my throat. There couldn’t be a deeper betrayal of the hero community.

			Quan stiffened. “He’s on the way.”

			Shaking off my shock, I’d X-ed out the windows as quick as I could and hopped around the desk. Quan simply leaned against the window, staring out at the city skyline like that was the most natural thing in the world.

			I folded my shaking hands in my lap.

			“Sorry to keep you…” Rich’s voice trailed at the sight of Quan.

			I shrugged, hoping he couldn’t hear the thump of my pulse. “The bodyguard won’t leave me alone.” I wanted to sprint from the room, but I was afraid of what Rich would do if he knew I’d found him out. “Getting back to business—are you sure nothing’s been out of the ordinary here?”

			“Nothing to report.” Rich set his elbows on the desk, leaning away from Quan, who hovered behind him. “I wish you luck with getting to the bottom of it.”

			“I appreciate you humoring me.” I stood and waved for Quan, trying to draw on memories of normalcy. Follow-up. Be thorough. Don’t run out. “Can I e-mail you on the interns? Maybe I’ve written it off, but I’m still curious about the legality of it all.”

			“Of course.” Rich tucked a few stray locks of hair behind his ears as he leaned into the monitor. “Why don’t you head back down? I’ll shoot you some info.”

			I forced myself not to hustle out the door. “Thanks for the time, Rich. Sorry to bother you.”

			Quan stuck close to my side, and I gripped his sleeve to avoid speeding up. Inside the elevator, I punched the button for the lobby, then fumbled to pry my phone out of my clutch.

			“What’s—”

			I clicked my tongue and flicked my eyes to the corners of the elevator. Quan got the hint. The cameras weren’t visible, but they were standard security. We couldn’t afford to leave any hints.

			My phone was already out when a low hiss sounded. The air-conditioning kicking on? The elevator stopped and a wave of dread rolled from my head to my toes.

			“Get down.” Quan pressed me to the floor.

			A cloud of choking gas spilled from the vents.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Quan

			The hiss was all the warning we got. The gas burned my nose, and I practically body-slammed Angel to the floor. Fuck.

			My fangs and claws lengthened on instinct, but I couldn’t fight a cloud. I wrapped Angel in my arms, trying to protect her, but my other instincts told me to run.

			Fast.

			“We need to get in the—” Angel coughed. “Into the shaft.”

			Her eyes were red and watering, and all I could think of was tearing Rich’s throat out.

			Oily fucking bastard.

			Later.

			My eyes stung, but I wasn’t human enough to go down so soon. I set Angel on the floor and sprang for the ceiling.

			I pounded and clawed, but nothing.

			Nothing.

			The cat in me sensed the bars of a cage closing in as the gas worked its way into my system.

			Angel was already limp. “Try…doors…” She coughed.

			In her dress, in the smoke, she looked one of the spirit goddesses—but as her chest heaved, struggling to breathe…

			I finally snapped.

			Fuck these doors.

			I pulled until my muscles corded and my veins ran with fire. A crack opened. I could barely see in the clouded air, but I pressed my nose and mouth into the gap, catching a clean breath.

			Only Angel’s feet were visible in the haze. She wasn’t coughing anymore.

			Throwing everything I had at the doors, I heaved. They barely eked open, but every inch was another fresh breath. We were three-quarters of the way between a floor.

			I shouldered the gap open, wedging myself in and pushing with my feet. The metallic screech sliced my eardrums, but I had leverage now.

			The opening was the sweetest sight. Gas spilled into the corridor—a dark hallway of offices.

			I hauled Angel toward me, taking her into my arms. My chest burned, but a little smoke wouldn’t stop me. I pulled us over a ledge, onto the floor.

			But where to run?

			Angel’s chest rose and fell, and my overwhelming relief was as much a surprise as how good she felt against my chest.

			Now’s not the fucking time.

			Stairway? To where? If the dude had gas in the elevator, he obviously had plenty of other security.

			Boots thudded down the corridor, making the decision for me. I sprinted in the opposite direction.

			Too slow.

			Carrying Angel was downing my speed, but it wasn’t like I had a second option.

			Guys with guns spilled out of the stairway in front of me.

			I wheeled, giving them my back, keeping Angel safe.

			Half a dozen darts peppered my shoulders and torso in pricks of flame.

			I managed not to crush her as I fell, breaking my fall around her, but Angel rolled out of my arms.

			Boots neared, and a set of polished dress shoes that reeked of that tasteless smell—Rich.

			Everything blurred.

			Some fucking bodyguard I was.

			Angel

			My neck throbbed. I tried to stretch, but my arms and knees bumped something warm and—

			I sucked in a breath, suddenly painfully aware.

			Slivers of light revealed our grim situation, and I fought not to hyperventilate. Quan lay limp at my side, pressed against me in the claustrophobic wooden box.

			The animal carrier.

			Were we in the hotel, or had it been transported to the Pack’s tower? Or was this a third location?

			Hijo de puta.

			“Quan?” Quan’s body heat was making me sweat. I nudged him with an elbow. “Tequani?”

			Still out.

			I tried to wriggle further away, but space was tight with two of us in the box, and the hem of my skirt caught on a splinter. I froze before the fabric tore. I physically couldn’t avoid touching Quan.

			Quan’s fingers against my shoulder, his warm skin—

			Not now.

			Quan springing, bearing me to the ground, glaring with orange eyes—

			Gas choking the elevator as Quan presses into me again, wrapping me in his arms—

			Whether from the box or the memories, I was going to suffocate. My breath came in shallow gasps.

			It all seemed impossible.

			Rich? My genial counterpart? I should’ve trusted Quan’s intuition, but I never would’ve believed this was possible.

			Somehow, I needed to get in touch with the Ten. I didn’t bother groping in the dark for my phone—Rich was too clever to forget that detail. The best I could do was getting Quan awake. I’d need his strength on this one.

			I poked his stomach, trying to get a response, but he must’ve gotten a stronger dose of drugs than I’d been exposed to. As much as I wanted to wriggle away and curl up in the corner at his feet, I had to get closer. I crawled upward, dress be damned, bringing our faces level.

			“Quan.” I cupped his face between my hands. His breaths came deep, but even. Drugs for sure. The last I’d seen him, he was attacking the walls of the elevator like a beast, trying to free us both. Like a hazy dream, I recalled him carrying me away. It seemed wrong for him to be taken down and caged.

			You did the same thing to him.

			Yes, I did. But I’d had his best interest at heart. Now, that was even truer. Quan might not meet the definition of upstanding citizen, but he’d obviously fought for me.

			“Quan.” I rubbed his head, the same as I had with his panther self. “I need you to wake up now.” His skin was silk smooth, and my arms pebbled. Nothing about this situation was pleasurable, but the physical touch settled my nerves. “Tequani.”

			His eyelids fluttered open—beacons of orange-brown in the dim crate. Quan’s body froze in predatory stillness, all of his intensity bearing down on me. “You’re okay?”

			“I am.” I moved to withdraw my hands, but he held them, pressed against his cheek. He had to be able to feel my pulse thumping, but I didn’t draw away. “You?”

			“Darts.” Quan’s gaze shifted, following the corners of the box. “Where are we?”

			“I’m not sure.” I tried to stay even, but this crate was pressing all my buttons, and my voice quavered. “Can you get us out of here?”

			Quan set his hand on my head—in reassurance? “On it.”

			Another touch to remember forever. I didn’t want to think how many shadows of this man were already burned into my memory and how many more would form before we got out of this.

			I refused to let if enter the equation.

			We would get free.

			Rich would probably spin a tale at UCLA, but his excuses would never fly with Tank, Ruin, Thunder, Ivory, Panther and the rest of the crew. Even Pixie would be suspicious. All of them knew me too well, and when they combined their efforts…

			Imagining what they’d do almost made me pity Rich.

			Almost.

			“Go to the other side.” Quan scrunched his body, moving to one end of the crate, while I crawled to the other—our shoulders brushed in transit and I shivered. I’d never be able to forget this. “And cover your eyes.”

			Because he didn’t want me to watch, or—?

			Quan attacked the wooden crate. Dust and splinters flew, and I quickly covered my face with my hands. Thuds and creaking wood marked his progress and the sound was fairly frightening. That power…

			When the box shook around me, I peeked. A ragged, splintered hole cut through Quan’s end of the crate. My shoulders relaxed—that was one hurdle out of the way.

			Quan unfolded, venturing into the outside with a tense, wary posture, but he quickly offered me a hand out. “It’s clear.”

			I crawled ahead and he pulled me into a fluorescent brightness that made me squint. The room was a sterile white square, unbroken by windows or doors. My heart sank. We had these same facilities underneath the Ten’s tower. The walls of the cells and the entire area would be lined with lead and dozens of other smothering, suppressing layers geared toward negating super powers.

			“This is the Pack’s holding facility.” These spaces were generally reserved for super-powered criminals and they were equipped with every possible security feature to stop prisoners from breaking or being broken out.

			Something damp touched my palm, and I realized I hadn’t released Quan’s hand. He stood, rigid, squinting against the lights.

			“Your knuckles are bleeding.” I started to tear fabric away from my already ruined dress, but Quan stopped my hands.

			“Don’t.”

			“You’re bleeding.”

			He glanced at the ragged skin like he was looking at a paper cut. “I heal fast.”

			I’ve heard that before. Fast wasn’t the same as instantly, and I didn’t like the idea of Quan standing there bleeding.

			“Sit.” I pushed his shoulders, and he complied, sinking to the floor, though his look said he was obviously humoring me.

			I ripped a few strips from the clean lining of my hem and carefully wrapped the base of his fingers. The room was impossibly quiet—our breathing was loud, and each touch against Quan’s skin overloaded me with stimuli.

			Quan pressing me against his chest as he pulls us free of the elevator, running to protect us—

			“Thank you.” I tied a gentle knot and started to rip a second bandage. “For trying to get us out.”

			Air whuffed from his nose. “Some help.”

			“You did everything you could.” I set to wrapping the second hand and tried to focus our current problem instead of whatever relationship was evolving between us. “At least we know where we are. I wouldn’t say getting out is impossible, but…”

			I’d reviewed the schematics for these cells, and audio and video surveillance were definitely among their features. But would they be enabled? I assumed our capture was off the books, so unless Rich had a way to conceal certain security feeds, he wouldn’t want some night watchman catching a glimpse of us in captivity.

			Or did he own the entire security team? In a conspiracy this deep, he had to have allies. Either way, it was best to assume we were being watched.

			Frustration gripped my shoulders.

			I simply hadn’t had enough time observing Rich to be able to predict his next move. The fact that we weren’t dead was promising—Rich could’ve killed us already if that was what he wanted.

			Although precisely what he wanted was still vague. I just couldn’t imagine what a super, let alone the manager of a hero crew, could get out of a relationship with anti-hero groups. They’d be as likely to kill Rich as any other super.

			By the time I finished tying Quan’s second bandage, I hadn’t come up with a game-changing plan. “We’ll have to wait until Rich wants to chat.”

			Quan rose to his feet and padded a circle around the cell. Only the smashed crate detracted from the endless white background. Why bother bringing it here?

			A chill settled into my bones.

			Rich was clearing his tracks. Moving the crate, probably removing our few things from the hotel room and making sure no loose ends were left for the Ten to track.

			I shouldn’t have been surprised. Rich had been in his position for five years. He’d obviously snuck in some practice on shady dealings.

			I sat against the wall and Quan settled in beside me, not quite touching, but close. Surprising myself, I shifted the last inch until our shoulders brushed. I needed to feel connected to something.

			To someone.

			It was probably safe to add Quan to the list of people I could fully trust. Having him and his strength at my side increased the chance of a successful escape.

			And you like having him there…

			If I did, I couldn’t find anything wrong with it. I’d always worried that my memories of men would be distracting, but I couldn’t see looking back on these moments with Quan as anything but comforting. For now, my head was surprisingly quiet. So very surprisingly quiet.

			What that meant…

			I wasn’t sure yet.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Quan

			I froze as Angel leaned into my side. Playing it cool was easy enough—that was my default setting. But as her breathing slowed and her head lolled against my arm in sleep…

			Cool wasn’t on the menu anymore.

			I’d guessed my feelings were growing, but somehow I’d gone from annoyance to casual interest to wanting to wrap Angel in my arms and watch her breathe.

			What was it about her?

			I flexed my knuckles, ready to punch through the wall to get us free, and the soft bandages tugged. That was part of Angel’s appeal. Gentle heart, iron will.

			Fuck.

			How did this happen?

			All of it?

			I’d wanted a break from the jungle—not a 180-degree life change. Now I was fully involved in this superhero shit and not sure what to feel about the chains that Angel had on me. Feeling her pressed against me…

			Don’t play like you don’t want more of it.

			It was going to be a complex fucking mess and I was going to lap it up. Because where could we go? Her the general of superheroes and me…

			The rule breaker? Troublemaker?

			Problem one was getting out of this hellhole. I couldn’t see where the door was supposed to be, but a draft said there had to be a way. If we could get in, we could get out.

			Then I’d deal with this woman, worming her way into my heart.

			Angel

			A rumbling sound woke me from my doze.

			My doze.

			This was my first successful nap in more than six years. I had to assume the panther pillow was the source of my restfulness, because the environment was nothing but stress.

			“Something’s coming.” Quan tensed at my side.

			The ceiling lights cut and I reflexively clutched Quan’s arm in the darkness. His hand covered mine, soothing my nerves.

			We’ll get through this.

			Lights shone again, this time from the floor, lighting the now clear ceiling like a spotlight. Rich stood over us on a layer of plexi, two armed guards at his side.

			He wore a collared shirt and khakis, suggesting that this was a normal work day for him, and his expression was nothing but smug. “Comfortable down there?”

			Quan’s muscled tightened, but I used our contact to hold him back. This was going to be a verbal battle. I had to maneuver us into the right position before Quan could come into play. They’d drug him or worse if he got too aggressive too soon.

			Reluctantly, I disentangled our arms. “What are we playing here, Rich?”

			His brows lifted over his glasses. “Haven’t you guessed?”

			“I have any number of guesses.” Power. Money. Whatever Rich was getting, it wasn’t worth it. I stood, using Quan’s shoulder to lever myself, and hoping he’d take the hint to stay seated. “But it’s all speculation until I hear it from you.”

			“Maybe I am the smarter one.” Rich hooked his thumbs into his belt loops, as pleased as anything.

			My breath caught in my throat. He couldn’t really have such a petty motivation.

			Could he?

			“Enlighten me.” I took a few small steps toward Rich’s position on the plexi-ceiling. The guards didn’t flinch—their guns stayed leveled at Quan.

			Perfect.

			“What do you suspect?” he asked, blue eyes glowing as he enjoyed the chance to toy with me.

			“I know you were collaborating with the anti-supers, but to what extent and why? I have no idea.”

			“Why?” Rich peered down. “I know you understand that much.”

			“Not at all.” I took another step. I was almost directly underneath Rich now—and I suspected he’d enjoy the superior position, looking down on me.

			“They’re taking advantage of our talents.” Now Rich folded his arms. “Don’t you feel like you’re babysitting most of the time?”

			“Sometimes.” I could honestly admit that much, though I saw where his reasoning was going and it made my stomach twist.

			“And who gets the glory? Who gets the money and movie deals and acclaim? Hell, who gets basic respect?”

			Dios mío. He’d ruined his career for this?

			The guys and girls could be spoiled handfuls at times, but they were the ones chasing criminals down back alleys, staying up late to track leads and putting their necks on the line. Sometimes they were my job, but most of the time they were my friends. My family. They deserved the opportunities they got after risking their lives, and despite all the exhaustion and struggles that went with the job, I was proud to be part of that.

			Rich had strayed so very far from the logical path.

			I wasn’t going to disagree with him, but I doubted I could sell a full-out lie on this point. “It just seems…extreme.”

			“It is. And it has to be.” He was pacing now, gesturing as his agitation grew. “But why would you complain? You’re an Angel. They still call me Brainboy. My own heroes. Can you think of a more sidekick name?”

			I suppressed a wince. Yes, it was silly, but I could imagine that nickname grating on him year after year…it wasn’t an excuse, but it started to explain where he was coming from. “I’ve never called you that, Rich.”

			“That’s why you’re still alive.” His voice was suddenly flat, showing a glimpse of the mind inside the shell.

			This time, I couldn’t suppress a shudder. Quan growled low in his throat, and I flattened my palm, hoping he caught the sign. Stay there. I’ve got it. At least I hoped I did. Logic might not work if Rich was as far gone as he seemed to be. “I was wondering about that. What’s your plan?”

			Rich’s expression lightened. “If you’re willing to see my side, I’m sure we can come to terms.”

			My gaze flicked to Quan and our eyes met. He was motionless and hopefully on board with following my lead. “And the panther?”

			“He’s one of them,” Rich said, as if that was all that needed to be mentioned. “Though his loyalty to you is commendable. I’m betting he’ll take whichever side you choose.”

			Quan gave a subtle shrug, and from that small gesture he may as well have said his thoughts aloud. I hate the bastard, but he’s not really wrong.

			Either way, choosing Rich’s side wasn’t an option.

			Now came the tricky part. He wouldn’t believe me if I gave in too easily, but he also wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t show enough reluctance. “Aren’t you one of them? Aren’t we all supers here?” More or less.

			“Am I? Are we?” Heat spilled into his voice and I reflexively took a step back. I’d just hit an unintended button. “In another age, another world, you and I would have been considered gifted. But superheroes? Come on. We’re not like the rest of them.”

			“Maybe.” I’d often thought as much. Am I really a hero? I don’t feel like one of them…

			The line might be vague, and maybe I’d vacillated over the years, but I knew exactly where I wanted to be standing now. “And if I refuse?”

			“The story is that the panther lost control again and had to be shipped home. You’re escorting him per your legal obligations.” Rich lifted his hands. “Unfortunately, the private plane you took is about to hit some bad weather.”

			A faked plane crash? Maybe we weren’t sunk regardless of what I did next. There were too many ways that plan could fail. I opened my mouth, but Rich cut me off.

			“I might not be as good as you, Angel, but I know how to manage the details of a cover-up. A few stand-in bodies and bribes to the right officials.” He opened his palms. “It’s flawless.”

			Mierda.

			“Let me think about it.” It wouldn’t work long-term—the Ten would find out eventually—but that wouldn’t make a difference if we were already dead.

			“You have an hour.” Rich waved to someone and all the lights flicked off—when they came back on, only the opaque ceiling was lit.

			We were alone. I slumped at Quan’s side. His muscles hummed with tension.

			“You should go with his plan,” Quan’s voice rumbled.

			I shook my head. “He’ll kill you.” Or more likely, send him to be killed. Had Rich been involved with that plan when Panther was the cat in question? He was definitely an accessory to murder, but was he a bona fide murderer?

			“But you’ll get away. Better if you’re safe.” I turned to read his expression, but Quan stared straight at the wall in front of him.

			I nudged him with an elbow, forcing him to look, but the depth in his eyes pushed me back. Heat and possession and a hundred things I couldn’t read lurked in his mind.

			The pit of my stomach tightened. No man had ever looked at me like that before. I’d deliberately avoided any situation that could lead to this.

			But…I didn’t hate it. Didn’t even dislike it.

			I feared what it might mean for the future, but in the present? Having Quan here was nothing but a blessing.

			It just wasn’t the time to deal with any feelings we did or didn’t have.

			Rich hadn’t tipped his hand on the security situation, but I assumed we were being watched. I bent to Quan’s ear, barely speaking, just mouthing the words—with his hearing he’d pick it up. “I won’t sell you out. Can you get in the crate and wait for my signal?” It would look suspicious as anything that I was whispering, but I needed Quan to hide regardless of what I was planning. Otherwise, he made too easy a target.

			He grunted, then unfolded his body and lifted his arms above his head in an exaggerated stretch. Then he shucked off his jacket and started undoing his buttons.

			“What are you…?” It was suddenly very hard to find words in English or any other language. The florescent light glistened off Quan’s broad, bare shoulders, each muscle carved to blushing perfection. Not that he was blushing. He started unbuttoning his pants, unzipping…

			I should tell him to stop.

			Quan smirked as he stripped off his pants. “It’s not a free show.”

			Maybe he’d make me pay for it or my reaction somehow, but I’d already memorized the details from the corded lines of his thighs to the brand of his boxer briefs. Free replays for life. For once that sounded like a treat instead of a burden.

			Before I could drool anymore, he shifted. The switch was almost instantaneous. One moment he stood towering over me and the next he was leaping onto four paws, wiggling out of the boxers. He rubbed around my legs in a circle and butted my hips like an over-sized house cat before slinking into the box. Only the orangey glow of his eyes gave away his presence.

			I shook myself. Focusing on Quan would get us both in trouble. I needed to do a better job playing my role.

			If it worked, I was going to earn myself an Oscar.

			I paced, fussed with my hair and wrung my hands and skirt—the picture of a torn woman, and I wasn’t faking the nerves. My rapid pulse was no act. Rich could only assume what I was torn about.

			Seconds dragged, and I was almost positive that time had halted until the lights finally reversed, clearing the ceiling to reveal Rich and his guards. Still only two of them. Any more and my plan wouldn’t work.

			The guards leaned in, looking for their target, and Rich was immediately suspicious. “What’s the panther doing?”

			“Sleeping.” I made a show of peering into the crate. “Panthers rest most of the day in the wild. He hasn’t adjusted and he still has those drugs in his system.”

			“And your decision?” Rich’s eyes narrowed through his glasses.

			“I can’t say I don’t see your point, but I’d like to talk about it some more.” I stepped away from the crate, trying to show that Quan wasn’t my priority. “And I wouldn’t say no to a bathroom trip.”

			“Step toward the wall.” Rich pointed. “And I hope you’re prepared to prove your loyalty.”

			“That’s reasonable.” I waited as a square section of the ceiling descended. Now that I’d seen it in motion, I knew which model the Pack had installed. The entire ceiling could move up and down and each of the quadrants could work as lift platforms.

			I stepped onto the plexi surface, trying to calm my nerves as the square ascended. I caught a last flash of Quan’s eyes before I was out of range.

			As I stepped toward Rich, the guns stayed pointed at the ground.

			I wasn’t a threat. Of course not. The woman? The secretary with nothing but a good memory?

			As I said a quick prayer, adrenaline surged through my system. Thank the sweet Lord for being underestimated.

			A few slow, even steps brought me within inches of Rich—he smiled.

			I lunged, using all my body weight to drive the heel of my hand into his nose.

			The impact jarred my arm, but a crunch sounded, and Rich grabbed at his face, letting out a watery scream. Blood dripped through his fingers.

			Before the guards could turn their weapons, I whirled Rich around and grabbed the pen from his breast pocket. I held him in a headlock, pressing the pen firmly against his throat. “Lower the ceiling!”

			The guards stood motionless. Rich gurgled some order at them, but my window wouldn’t last. He was stronger than me, and as soon as he’d shaken off the blinding pain, it would be the easiest thing for him to break my shaky hold.

			I pressed the pen harder, drawing a yelp from him, even as my hands shook. “The ceiling. Now!”

			Rich grabbed at my arms. I had seconds, maybe.

			It’s not going to work. It’s not going to—

			One of the guards stomped the floor trigger, and half the cell’s roof started to descend. Throwing all my strength into a final heave, I pushed Rich onto the falling surface. “Quan!”

			A silent blur, the panther sprang. Now the guards were torn. Who was the target?

			Quan sank his teeth into Rich’s shoulder, dragging him under the cover of the crate before the guards could make a decision. I shook and already sensed the pain setting into my arm, but I couldn’t lose it just yet.

			Rich’s screams echoed through the cell chamber—now that I was standing on top, I glimpsed dozens of cells. Most were full.

			Who else is down here?

			The guards leveled their guns at me—these were honest weapons rather than the dart guns holstered to their hips. Adrenaline kept me from giving into fear, but it wouldn’t last. This balance could tip in a second.

			“Call off the panther.” They soldier-stepped toward me, weapons ready.

			“He doesn’t listen to me.” I lifted my hands.

			Another scream punctuated my words.

			“Shit.” One of the guards hopped down. The second kept his eyes and gun on me. He wore full body armor like some kind of mercenary, which he probably was.

			I prayed Quan would be safe in the shadows—they couldn’t shoot into the crate without hitting Rich.

			I was the one with nowhere to hide.

			My tricks weren’t much use against bullets, and I had to do something or this stalemate wouldn’t go in our favor.

			The ceiling trigger for the nearest cell was almost in range. I kept my hands up, slowly stepping away from the open cell as if I was cooperating. I slid my toe, leaning, stretching—

			Whoosh.

			Lights flickered and half the ceiling fell in the neighboring cell. I was hoping for some angry, wrongly imprisoned super who’d be happy to get some revenge on Rich and his forces.

			Instead, a metal bucket sailed through the air. As the guard’s eyes followed its trajectory, a man vaulted up. He charged, tackling the guard. A shot ricocheted into the ceiling.

			“Help me push!” He was already rolling the struggling guard toward his open cell. The guard fought, but he was tangled in his gear. I snagged away the gun and added a push.

			The man tipped through the ceiling, and I lunged for the button. The panel tilted, rolling him to the ground, and then ascended, sealing the man inside. “Quan!”

			Quan dodged the last free guard and a spray of bullets as he bounded upward. I hit the button pad as soon as we were clear. A few bullets pinged off the closing ceiling, but we were safe—bulletproof. Quan licked the blood on his muzzle as he stalked between me and the other escapee, his tail flicking. I patted his shoulder. “He’s a friend.”

			“About time.” The man’s chest heaved, his light brown skin flushing. “I was waiting for you for ages.”

			His appearance clicked with my memory bank, as if I could’ve forgotten his striking eyes—silver brown, with a dark outer rim, almost like mirrors. “You’re Dev.”

			The missing intern. The Pack was supposed to be investigating his disappearance—not keeping him hostage.

			“Bingo.” Dev rolled his shoulders. “Can we get out of here? I need a shower and some In-N-Out immediately.”

			I scratched behind Quan’s ears, and he licked Rich’s blood from my fingertips. “That’s the best idea I’ve heard.”

			A wave of relief rolled over me, battling with bone-deep exhaustion. I needed to call the Ten and alert the FBI and contact Dev’s family—

			Quan batted me with his tail. I could almost hear him telling me to take it easy.

			And really?

			I’d been captured, driven to assaulting a man and had uncovered more conspiracies than I wanted to count. It was a lot to handle, and I would deal with it all eventually. For now?

			“I could go for a milkshake.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Quan

			We made it to the lobby without running into more security, which was a downer. I’d be more than willing to go another round with a few of those assholes. We did rank plenty of stares and gasps from the desk slaves doing the nine to five thing at the tower.

			Staying in panther form made it easier to keep Angel safe—although I was starting to wonder if the mastermind really needed my protection.

			Maybe not. Still, I brushed against her as often as I could. I needed to feel that she was okay, and seeing her covered in blood and exhausted wasn’t doing it.

			Dev strolled, giving waves here and there. I liked the kid’s style, and he smelled honest—although he wasn’t lying about needing a shower.

			Angel paused at the reception desk. “Can I use your phone?”

			“Of course.” The shaken secretary passed over the receiver. Angel dialed in a number from memory. “Tank? Can you call the FBI and send some of the crew down here? Richard Card was the leak.”

			The guy on the line’s tone spiked. Angel spoke over him. “I’m fine. We’re fine. I spent the night in one of the Pack’s cells, but I managed to find Dev Atal while we were down there. Rich is waiting for you in the prison block. Send the authorities down to the In-N-Out Burger on Sunset and Orange when they’re ready to take our testimonies.”

			Angel hung up. I liked the way her shoulders straightened. She wasn’t taking any more shit today.

			“Bold move.” Dev led the way out of the lobby. His silvery eyes went hazy as he stared across the lobby. “We can hitchhike with a nice Korean family if we start walking now.”

			“Done.” Angel strode for the lobby doors.

			A few minutes later, we were waving down a minivan. Dev did some fast talking, and I climbed through the sliding door to settle next to Angel and lay my head in her lap. She scratched the fur at the back of my neck just right. I purred like a lap cat while Mr. and Mrs. Kim snapped phone pics from the front seat.

			None of us cared as long as they didn’t call the cops.

			“How did you get captured?” Angel asked.

			“I was interning with the Pack and figured out that Rich was into some dirty business.” Dev tapped his temple. “Clairvoyant and nosy isn’t a great combo. He figured out what I was up to before I could bring in the police, and I’ve been underground ever since. I figured someone in the family would track me down, but then I saw you coming…” He shrugged. “All’s well, I guess.”

			“Maybe.” Angel’s fingers traced pensive circles in the scruff of my neck.

			I could so get used to this.

			We pulled into the drive-thru and Angel rolled down the window to put in a massive order.

			“I want everything animal style,” Dev said.

			I didn’t have a fucking clue what that meant, but it sounded about right.

			After the dude at the window heaved our food into the car, she set a heap of burger patties on the floorboards for me. “Go crazy.”

			If I had permission?

			I tore into them.

			Angel sipped a milkshake, looking as relaxed as I’d ever seen her.

			I wanted to see more of her, but that was a chat for later.

			I could already hear sirens in the distance.

			Angel

			I got a stern talking to from some of the FBI investigators on the inappropriateness of leaving the scene, but I didn’t need a lecture on responsibility. Their questions dragged on for hours, and I didn’t regret popping out for a snack before sitting down to this nasty business.

			I’d fractured a metacarpal and skinned my knuckles when I punched Rich in the face, but I’d do it again with no qualms, and the pain was only a dull ache now. All in all, we’d gotten away easy.

			Dev had corroborated my story and was off being interrogated elsewhere, although I hoped he’d be allowed to see his family soon. None of this was his fault. I was guessing all this “internship program” nonsense was Rich’s attempt to either funnel allies to his side or farm innocent kids out to the anti-supers.

			I shuddered.

			I’d known something was off there, but I never would’ve guessed this.

			Now Rich was in custody and he’d stay there a very long time after he was treated for all the claw marks. I had a feeling I’d only stumbled onto the metaphorical tip of the iceberg where he was concerned.

			I should be relaxing now that the ordeal was mostly over, but my pulse still thumped. I’d been placed in a cushy interview room while Quan went off to shift, put on some clothes and provide his statement.

			All I could do was stare at the door, waiting for him to appear.

			Where do we stand?

			And what was between us?

			Quan didn’t meet my criteria for perfection by a long shot, but he was winning me over moment by moment. I couldn’t think of a better man or panther to have as my back up.

			But…

			I felt as fluttery as a teenager. I prided myself on my practicality and ability to handle any situation. But Quan? He would take my memory banks over like a firestorm, burning his way into every moment of my life.

			That still terrified me.

			But maybe I was ready to take that leap with Quan.

			Was that what he wanted? I stood and started pacing the little room.

			Quan stares at me with heat and possession—

			His panther form leaps, a graceful blur, dragging away the danger—

			He rubs against me, all soft fur and reassurance—

			The memories were distracting in a way, but not exactly in the way I’d feared. Still, I was very capable of ruining everything.

			My brain didn’t have a delete button. If things went south, or other unfortunate memories got added to the pile…

			Stop thinking.

			That had been my problem all along. I’d passed on romance my entire life, fearing the power that a man might have over me. Truly, it was silly.

			I was in charge of my mind and every other part of my life.

			I wouldn’t let the job or the downfalls of my power turn me into a miserable creature like Rich. Instead, I had to embrace the positive.

			The door clicked and Quan stood shadowed between the posts, all dark and serious. He entered the room, followed by Agent Lu, who’d been investigating the anti-supers from the start.

			“You’re both free to go,” she said, “although I’ll be checking in with you soon. There’s more work to do on this case.”

			“Of course.” I tugged Quan’s sleeve. “We’ll be in town a few more days if you need anything.”

			A guard escorted us from the building to a waiting limo. We slipped inside, and Quan sat across from me, his knees almost bumping mine. “You’re staying in Los Angeles? After all that?”

			I’d thought about cutting the trip short, especially now that I’d missed a day of activities, but Dev had parted with a cryptic “see you Friday.” When clairvoyants hinted, I listened. Speaking of which, I likely had a dozen messages from my mother. I slid my phone from the evidence bag it had been returned in and clicked through the texts and voicemail rather than dealing with the large panther man sitting in front of me.

			I wasn’t sure I was ready.

			But we’d be having a conversation soon.

			Thursday night found Quan and me in my mother’s backyard in East L.A. The draft—the point of all this pomp—was tomorrow, and even though I should’ve been listening to speeches and giving television interviews, I was taking a well-deserved night off.

			With Quan.

			Mom had cooked a trough of her famous green chili enchiladas and we’d all gorged ourselves. Now she and I stood in the kitchen scrubbing dishes as Quan and Hector played a match of checkers on the blue and white plastic tablecloth. Looking out on the backyard lit by multicolored lanterns was like replaying a scene from my childhood—although just being in this house sparked wave after wave of my past. As much as I loved New York, I missed this.

			“I like him,” Mom said as I handed her a sopping dish.

			“Hmm?” I’d been staring at Quan, whose brow was furrowed in intense concentration.

			“This panther man.” She peered through the window as she dried the plate. “I like him. He’ll be good for you.”

			I scrubbed a bit of stuck-on cheese a bit too aggressively with the sponge. Was that what I wanted? “I know next to nothing about him.” Only a few days of watching him and the history I knew from his brother. It seemed too little a foundation for what I was feeling.

			“That’s what dating’s for, mija. You don’t have to marry him.”

			“That’s the problem.”

			She tsked. “I always want you to go at your own pace, Lina, but don’t you think it’s time to give love a try?”

			“Maybe.” I wanted to, but I hadn’t fully decided whether I was going to allow it.

			“Forget the man, then. Are you fulfilled in life? Happy at work?”

			I pondered as I scrubbed. I was starting to see that I needed to take everything in a slower gear, but overall things were great. I was financially secure and challenged everyday. I could make more working for the government or some prestigious firm, but that would never compare to what I had now.

			“I guess I am.”

			“Then you’ve got nothing to lose, whichever path you choose.”

			“Is that Mom or seer speaking?”

			“Maybe both.” She winked and flicked me with the dishtowel. “Want to set out the ice cream? I’ll make some cinnamon whipped cream.”

			My stomach rebelled at the thought of more food, but a scoop wouldn’t hurt. There was always room for ice cream.

			I set the tubs on the counter to thaw, then carried the bowls and spoons out to the picnic table. It seemed natural to take a seat next to Quan.

			The lanterns cast a soft glow on his skin, but his eyes were all for the checker game. He was almost out of pieces, and Hector was flush with kings.

			The phone rang next door.

			“Ach. I’ll be right back.” Hector grabbed his cane and maneuvered himself out of the bench, but he narrowed his eyes before he stood. “Don’t let him cheat on me, Lina.”

			“I would never.”

			Hector nodded before ambling off. “And save me some of your mother’s whipped cream.”

			Quan rubbed his scalp. “Should I feel bad about this?”

			“Hector’s the neighborhood champion. You’re not the first one to be hustled.”

			Spanish music drifted from the kitchen but was drowned out by the sound of Mom’s mixer kicking on. We were more or less alone, which we hadn’t been all day.

			“Angel—no, Lina. Can I use your real name?” Quan asked.

			“Of course.” I liked the sound of it on his lips.

			“What happens when we get back to New York?”

			The urge to fidget was overwhelming, but I kept my palms flat on the table. “You’ll be released to your brother’s custody for the rest of your stay…however long that is.”

			You could just ask him.

			“But you could get me a visa?”

			“I could. And I can clear one of the penthouses for you for as long as you want to be in the city. I’ll call as soon as we get back to the—”

			Quan covered my hand with his, and I stilled. It was like every nerve in my body had moved to the skin there, but somehow his touch seeped to every other part of me.

			“That’s not what I mean.”

			I shouldn’t be this excited just touching hands, but my breathing was shallow. “What do you mean, then?”

			He rubbed his thumb in a circle over the back of my hand. “I was thinking of staying. A while.”

			I took a deep breath. It was time to be the adult and get everything on the table. At least, I knew that it was, but I still felt thirteen.

			But keeping silent wasn’t fair to Quan.

			Everything came out in a rush.

			“I’d like for you to stay, Quan. I want to get to know you, but I’m not sure I’m ready for—I mean, I’ve had one kiss in my life and it was only a girlhood crush, but with my memories, even now I can see him, smell his cologne—”

			Quan’s mouth closed over mine.

			Sweet heat rushed through my body, burning away all other thoughts and memories—everything was Quan, from his thumb rubbing to the gentle pressure of his lips and his wind-soaked scent that overwhelmed all else.

			He pulled back an inch, keeping his face pressed close and fixing me with an intense orange stare that made me want to wrap my body around him. “You remember him now?”

			“Who?”

			Quan gave a soft, satisfied chuckle. “That’s what I thought.”

			Smug bastard.

			But I grinned as I cupped his cheek with my free hand. “If you’ll be patient with me…I’d like to get to know you some more.”

			Quan’s smile lodged straight in my heart—broad, a bit of fang, the most genuine smile I’d seen from him yet. “I’m going to enjoy making you mine.”

			I shivered.

			I think I’m going to enjoy letting you.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Quan

			Angel’s mother won me over as quickly as Angel had. Good cook, gentle heart and the same iron spirit as her daughter.

			Sitting in their backyard had felt just like home. Even if I’d gotten hustled at checkers. Maybe because I’d gotten hustled at checkers.

			If I replaced the Spanish music with jungle sounds, I would’ve thought I was with my own family, sitting out in the breeze.

			Angel was already family, whether or not she knew it.

			I’d be patient. I’d be what she wanted me to be.

			That story about her fist kiss had made it clear I was already over the edge. I wanted to maul the guy. And then I wanted Angel to tell me all her bad memories one by one, so I could deal with each of the people who’d done her wrong…

			Yeah. She had her hooks in.

			She sidled close to me on the car ride back to the hotel, leaning her head against my shoulder. It wasn’t a question that I was going to put my arm around her.

			In the crook of my arm, Angel felt perfect. She smelled like jasmine and contentment. I wanted to keep her this way.

			She was dozing when we got back, and I wasn’t going to wake her up. My lady needed rest.

			I carried her up to the room and set her in bed. Took off her shoes. Covered her with a blanket.

			Then I kissed her forehead. Sleep now, cīhuapīlli, and conquer the world tomorrow.

			All groggy, she grabbed my hand. “Stay?”

			I slipped in beside her, pressing her close to my body. “Always.”

			Angel

			Friday morning dawned hot and dry, but I languished in bed. It was the most blissful sleep I’d had in the last decade. Possibly ever, but my brain was surprisingly silent on the records.

			Quan lay curled behind me, and this felt as intimate as anything we could do together. I rolled over to his intent stare and my pulse—maybe my whole body—fluttered. “How long have you been awake?”

			He stroked my hair with soft fingers. “Who’s counting?”

			I tipped my face toward him and Quan’s lips found me again, moving in a slow, deep rhythm that absolutely melted me. His mouth moved down, kissing my jaw, down my neckline, nibbling at my collarbone—

			A soft whimper escaped my lips. “We have to take it slow.”

			Quan kissed his way back up to my mouth and dragged a pointed canine along my lower lip. “Aren’t I going slow?”

			“You know what I mean.” Although the pressure building in all my sensitive spots hinted that I might be ready to give sex a shot sooner than I’d thought.

			You might be ready now, chica.

			Quan kissed the line of my jugular, willingly misunderstanding what slow meant.

			I stifled a moan. “We’re going to be late.”

			“And that’s never going to be a good excuse.”

			I dragged him upward, planting a soft kiss on his nose. “Later.”

			His slow smile almost sparked another moan. “Count on it.”

			It wasn’t until I shooed him out to dress in peace that I realized I hadn’t flashed away from the present Quan at all. Not once. I pressed my hands to my cheeks. Maybe when I was with Quan I got to be with him.

			Was it that simple? Or was he just that strong an influence that he could overwrite the stray memories?

			If so, I could kick myself.

			Maybe all I’d needed was my own permission to let go.

			We hopped in the car for a ride to our last day of recruiting and Quan and I twined fingers. It was hard to keep from smiling, but I had to get in all the gooey first times I’d missed as a teenager.

			He was ready to play bodyguard at the draft, but I didn’t need his interference as much now that the news of Rich’s betrayal had broken.

			The community was gutted.

			How someone who’d been given so much trust betray us? Even the college students were somber. I’d already met with reps from all the crews on site and we’d vowed to have an inter-crew meeting as soon as possible. We all needed to make sure this never happened again.

			Thunder and Tank had flown in to help deal with the upheaval and show our public support to the community. Both of them eyed my hand linked with Quan’s.

			Thunder waggled his eyebrows, and I swatted him. “Mind your own affairs.”

			I’d been a little nervous about meeting up with Tank, given all our history, but he smiled broadly. I’m glad for you, Lina. You seem rested.

			I can’t complain. I squeezed Quan’s hand, feeling as content as I had in a very long time. Since the late 1990s, if I wanted to get specific. He squeezed back.

			The event was being held at the Hollywood Bowl—the famous music hall up in the hills. Only today, super heroes were on the bill instead of symphonies or concerts.

			The group of us was herded through the crowd to our garden box in front of the stage. A giant screen stood behind the podium, and we had a bank of computers set up for keeping track of the process. It was a slightly less complicated version of the NFL draft, really. We could recruit supers of any age as long as they’d applied.

			“Where are we in the order this year?” Thunder lifted his aviator sunglasses and waved to some of the fangirls shouting from beyond the barriers.

			“Fourth.” The order was based on a complex algorithm involving population and crime statistics and a host of other factors. Population alone kept New York on top of the list. “After Chicago, Detroit and New Orleans…”

			My voice trailed. As screaming fans tried to break past the barrier, Dev slipped behind the security. He strolled over like he belonged here and slapped two folders onto our makeshift table. “Here are your new recruits.”

			I lifted an eyebrow. “We’re already done reviewing the applications.”

			“Trust me. You’ll like these two.” Dev gave Quan a fist bump, then sauntered away, deftly avoiding the other security workers.

			Clairvoyants. Always throwing a wrench in.

			I opened the first file to see Dev’s smiling headshot. Maybe a few days ago, I would’ve dismissed it, but instead, I read through the application. Dev was at the top of his class until his disappearance, and UCLA would likely grandfather him into his degree. The open response field caught my eye:

			Why do you want to work for the Manhattan Ten?

			I never thought of myself as a hero, but I can do good with my abilities—true good. I can already see myself fitting in, and with the things happening, you’re all going to need me looking out for you. Plus, I already spent a few months as a captive because I couldn’t keep from digging for the truth. What more do you want on a resume?

			He wasn’t wrong, and bad things were still brewing. We still hadn’t figured out why Dev had been hidden away so long. With so many seers on the case, he should’ve been found in days.

			I flipped open the second folder. A note in Dev’s handwriting was paper-clipped over the photo.

			Lily Chou works at the Sea World in Santa Monica and she hates her life. She’s your new water worker. Look behind you.

			-Dev

			I glanced into the crowd and found Dev sitting next to a dark-haired girl wearing a wide-brimmed hat and a sour expression. Dev nudged her and waved our way, and she smiled in spite of herself.

			Flipping through her profile, even I had to admit Lily was exactly what we wanted. Excellent grades in both her theoretical and practical classes. Fluent in Mandarin and Taiwanese. Glowing recommendations on her work ethic. And most importantly, water powers. She’d certainly be an improvement on the flaky Cyclone.

			Should I bump the candidate I’d already chosen?

			Tank. I summoned him with a thought and passed over the folder. “What do you think about this?”

			He flipped through the pages, then glanced over his shoulder, likely doing a mental assessment of the candidates. “They both seem solid, but you should make the final decision. You’re the one who was here on the ground all week.”

			I didn’t have any strong feelings toward my original picks—they’d simply met the basic criteria. Not the best way to bring new people into the family. I’d probably approached this whole conference with the wrong idea—it wasn’t a chore, even if it was tiresome. This was welcoming our next generation. “I’m going with my gut on this one.”

			Tank nodded—he’d already know what I’d chosen from my thoughts. “You can make the announcements.”

			“Gladly.”

			Crowds piled on crowds and the draft began. Chicago and the first crews all picked flashy heroes—fire, teleportation and a girl who could freeze time. Quan kissed my forehead before I moved to the stage for the Ten’s pick.

			“Show them who’s in charge, princessa.” His orange eyes glowed, and I warmed with affection.

			I straightened my shoulders as I strode up to the podium. Silence hushed the crowd. “For our first-round pick, the Manhattan Ten select Devadutt Atal.”

			Gasps and cheers greeted the announcement. Dev sauntered to the podium, waving to the crowd. I handed him an ornamental red cape embroidered with the M10 logo. “You won me over.”

			“Knew I would.” He grinned from ear to ear as we posed for a sea of camera flashes. Lily got the same treatment when it was her turn, but pulled the brim of her hat over her eyes.

			These two were going to fit in, and despite all the negative possibilities swirling around, the future was looking bright for us all.

			A new generation of heroes.

			A new beginning for me.

			And more happy memories to remember.
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			Meet the family? Try surviving the family.

			Junglecat Honeymoon

			© 2014 Lola Dodge

			The Manhattan Ten, Book 3.5

			Since that fateful airline flight where Ivory met her mate, she has struggled to control her ice powers. But on her wedding day, she has it all: an adoring panther-shifter husband, a pack of superhero friends, and a level of happiness she never imagined was possible. 

			Until she meets her mother-in-law.

			Instead of waking up from a blissful wedding night at Panther’s side, Ivory wakes from a drug-induced haze, alone in the middle of a strange jungle. Mommy dearest has dropped her in South America, forcing Ivory into a twisted test of her worth. If she doesn’t measure up to the tribe’s standards, the marriage won’t be acknowledged.

			Although Ivory loves a fight, she’s not into war games. Especially when victory might entail killing her new brother-in-law in an honor duel. But with her future on the line, holding back isn’t an option.

			Warning: This free read contains one tribe of sexy panther-shifters in steamy jungle climates and the unforgivable torture of a Vera Wang wedding gown.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Junglecat Honeymoon:

			After steak dinner at Del Frisco’s, our party relocated to a posh nightclub. Angel had bought out the VIP section for the evening, and New York already knew—the line stretched to the end of the block and out of sight. Even in the street, bass thumped.

			I glanced at Panther’s mother. “Maybe this isn’t…”

			“It’s quieter inside.” Angel tugged me through the doors. The entrance split. Rather than entering the writhing dance club, we took the elevator up to a cushy lounge. It was insulated enough that the pounding music sounded like a normal volume inside.

			Waiters handed us champagne flutes as we entered. The room had a private bar, plush seats and the odd stripper pole. Thunder wore his blond hair slicked back and an impeccably tailored suit. He nudged Steel toward a raised platform. “You’re the entertainment, right?”

			Steel gave his best cover model smile as he looked Thunder up and down. “If you’re buying my drinks.”

			“If only.” Thunder straightened his lapels. “I know you don’t put out.”

			Tank—our mind-reading leader—rubbed his head, undoubtedly trying to block someone’s mental pictures. “Let’s not rehash the bachelor party.”

			Jenny lifted her hands. “I’m behaving.” Although, in a red dress that low-cut, one could argue otherwise.

			“For now.” Tank swept her into his arms and his knotted brow smoothed. 

			He’d mellowed since meeting Jenny, and the love shone in both their gazes. I twined my fingers through Panther’s. “What exactly were you boys doing at that bachelor party?” Not that I begrudged them their fun. “I hope the groom behaved, at least?”

			Pan grinned. “What do you think?”

			“I’ll vouch,” Jenny said. “He was comparatively tame, especially when you consider Cyclone.”

			Thunder lifted his champagne flute. “Let’s all raise our glasses to our departed hero, Cyclone. May he find his mermaid.”

			“To Cyclone.” I drained my glass. He could be a crass one, but someday he’d find balance. “Socialize?” I asked Pan.

			“If we have to.” He ran a hand down my arm. “But not for long.”

			I met his stare, showing him how much I agreed.

			Pan leaned to kiss my cheek, leaving me with a whisper. “I can’t wait to peel that dress off of you.”

			I couldn’t wait to let him.

			We divided to spread our thanks through the room. Tank and Jenny. Ruin and Belle. Angel, Steel, Nil, Thunder and Jet. 

			I couldn’t ask for a better family than the Manhattan Ten.

			Panther and I constantly crossed gazes. Both our stares filled with thoughts of the evening to come.

			I never thought to have a life like this. I’d pictured myself forever running across an endless white space, trying to escape, to control and to hide. None of that mattered now.

			I leaned against the bar, taking in the life I’d somehow built.

			It was perfect.

			Poya appeared at my side, and I started, surprising myself. No one snuck up on me. Although, after so much champagne, I wasn’t at my sharpest.

			She handed me a fresh glass, still appraising with her stare. “Balam is loyal to you.”

			“Yes.” I’d never doubted him. “As I am to him.” I sipped the champagne, but vodka would be better if I were expected to continue this conversation.

			“Walk with me.” She gestured toward the door.

			Panther turned as I moved to leave—I was rather conspicuous in all the white—but I waved him off. Poya and I needed to chat alone.

			I thought she’d simply use the hallway, but she continued walking, taking us down the steps to the back entrance. We moved outside.

			The cool air chilled my skin. For some reason, I was impossibly hot. I took another sip of champagne.

			“You must understand that I love my sons.”

			“Of course.” I pressed a hand to my warmed forehead. Had I had that much to drink? Either way, I shouldn’t be sweating. I didn’t sweat.

			“Our tribe has struggled to survive and the world becomes more and more dangerous for people like us.” Poya lifted a hand, her fingernails lengthening to claws.

			It should have worried me, but my head spun. “It’s the same for my people.”

			“Perhaps.” She fiddled with the claws. “But I must know that you can protect Balam in this world. You must prove yourself worthy of him.”

			“That’s…” Ridiculous. I wanted to say, but she blurred into two and then four mother-in-laws, and my knees gave way as my vision blackened.

			Screeching birdsong jolted me awake. My head pounded and a cloying floral smell hung in my nostrils. I stretched, patting across the bed, reaching for my Panther—

			I jerked, instantly aware.

			The temperature was wrong. Moisture clung to my skin and the birdsong was no pigeon cooing. Even the light was off, dappling across the floor.

			Of…where?

			Branches formed a peaked ceiling, holding back a roof of some sort of woven reeds. Odd-shaped sticks formed the four bland walls of a room I’d never seen before.

			I rolled off the bed, landing crouched on the balls of my feet as I pushed away the mosquito netting. In the oppressive heat, I reached for my ice.

			Nothing.

			The moisture on my skin was sweat and my wedding ring was long melted.

			Not acceptable.

			My hands began to shake.

		

	
		
			This is one diva with killer moves…

			Belle Fury

			© 2014 Lola Dodge

			Manhattan Ten, Book 3

			Belle Fabian has worked her toes to the bone to become an internationally renowned ballerina. When the curtains rise on her career-making performance of Giselle, she brings down the house—literally.

			Mid-dance, she manifests a superpower that nearly destroys the Metropolitan Opera House, wiping out a line of chorus girls and sending the audience dashing for the exits. As she flees the theater, she assumes the worst. Her hard-won career is over.

			The Manhattan Ten’s leader is playing hooky with his new lady, so it falls to Red Ruin to round up the super-powered danseur. It’s just one small, bird-boned woman hiding in a convenience store. How hard could it be? 

			Their first encounter generates sparks that border nuclear and their chemistry sends Belle’s powers into overdrive, but their perfect storm of passion is marred by her suspicion that Ruin is holding back. That secret that could turn the sweet burn of Ruin’s lightning into a permanent scar on her heart.

			Warning: Contains one lightning-hot hero and a not-so-blushing ballerina. May cause third-degree burns and spontaneous tango.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Belle Fury:

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

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

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

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

			Any minute now. 

			“Hello?”

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

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

			I craned my neck and…sweet Jesus. 

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

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

			“Belle?” He stepped into the store.

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

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

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

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

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

			With what happened?

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Go ahead.”

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

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

			“But no one in my family—” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Right? He was such a d—”

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

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

			Bad idea.

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

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

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

			I grabbed it. Spoils of war.

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Let me,” Ryan said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Thanks, but I don’t really—”

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

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

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