
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Angela Smith, psychic manipulator of people’s emotions—and in trouble with the government. Constant surveillance versus going rogue? Not even a question. Angela runs away to sunny Los Angeles, where being a blue-eyed blonde won’t make anyone bat a false eyelash.  

Silver-screen star by day, superhero by night, Arktos uses his glimpses of the future to keep Los Angeles safe. When a frightening vision of an explosion leads him to rescue a damsel in distress, he finds himself trading Shakespearean insults with a rogue.

Revealing her identity means a return to constant government surveillance for Angela. 

And the rules say Arktos should turn the rogue in... 

But together, they just might be able to melt all the obstacles standing between true love for a hero and a rogue.

Even Villains Go To The Movies

LIANA BROOKS
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For the unsung heroes. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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Dear Mom,

New York is everything I hoped it would be. I love this school! Last semester alone the students showed a marked improvement over the previous year. And, so far, we haven’t had a single senior drop out. This might be our highest graduation rate ever.

I’m really excited by all the improvements. It makes me feel like I’m actually doing something useful. I’m in control of myself, and it’s wonderful.

The date with Simon was less exciting. He’s... um... “Dull as a brick” might be the right term. You’d think it would be easy to find someone who could carry on an intelligent conversation in New York, especially with Internet dating. It’s 2032! But, no, this hypothesis has been proven incorrect yet again.

Give my love to Daddy, Gideon, and the minions. If Maria stops by, tell her I’m worried about her. Delilah and I talked about staging an intervention. I’m not sure, but Delilah thinks Maria will calm down once the shock of losing Martin is over. It may be just a phase.

Oh, and Blessing wrote me. She’s in South Africa and loving it. She sent the most hideous picture of a giant bug ever. I forwarded it to Gideon. And I told her not to bring it back no matter how much she adores its fangs.

Your loving daughter,

Angela

––––––––
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APRIL IN NEW YORK City. Angela could almost taste the coming summer. She’d even rolled the car windows down to take advantage of the first warm day while she drove back from lunch. Summer would be bliss: eight weeks kid-free that she planned to fill by maxing out her tourist quota and hitting every landmark in a day’s drive.   By the time her second year as a teacher began in August, she would know more about New York than any native-born city slicker.

Angela parked her car and rolled the windows up. The school was experiencing an unprecedented surge in academic reform, but that didn’t mean she needed to tempt the alumni with an easy steal.

A police siren screamed in the distance, echoing the fear and despair radiating from the school. It felt like the first edge of trouble, a nudging headache that made her want to snarl despite her good mood—but New York was like that, the underlying anger of the citizens scraping against her nerves until she was emotionally raw.

Public School 84 was hers though. Angela had been there long enough that she’d been able to slowly shift the mood of the school from fearful resentment to an amiable interest in learning. It was probably just a schoolyard punch-up, nothing to worry over too much.

Sipping on her smoothie, Angela headed for the impressive security array that divided the outside world from the inner sanctum of PS 84. Outside there were guns, drugs, and chaos. Beyond the arch of metal that scanned for everything from weapons to lethal viruses, there were regimented schedules, dusty dead-wood copies of Shakespeare’s sonnets, and young minds ready to argue over every word she said.

One of her favorite students had spent an hour debating the merits of shoelaces. You couldn’t buy that kind   of doublethink.

The security guard wasn’t at her usual place in the main lobby, but Angela knew the drill. She swiped her ID, scanned her fingerprint, and headed for the lunchroom where there was undoubtedly a fight emerging.

As she neared the cafeteria, however, fear washed over her like the noxious smell of a skunk in the dark. Angela tossed her unfinished smoothie in the trash and thought of pleasant things. Bluebonnets on the Texas prairie, the smell of hot apple cider on a crisp winter night, the laughter of her baby brother, the love of her parents... She took it all, wrapping it into the idea of what her school should feel like.

At first, the collective mind of the students fought back. They were scared, and fear was a familiar friend. But she pushed, and they swayed under her will. Manipulating emotions was right up there with the ability to generate polka dots on a wall in terms of usefulness; unless she wanted to turn people into mindless slaves, there was very little she could do as far as the government was concerned. Besides, brute force wasn’t her style.

Influencing things was different though. This is different, she told herself. She turned the corner into the cafeteria and almost jumped at the sight of Travys Freeman—top student in her AP calculus class—holding a gun.

The security guard had her Taser out and was trying to talk Travys into handing over the weapon. Terror so thick it was almost a physical force rolled off Travys. There was no way he would hand over anything to the guard. He wanted to turn it on himself. He just hadn’t worked up the nerve. Yet. Waiting would be fatal for someone.

Angela cleared her throat and pushed on the mob. Everyone turned, even Travys. She smiled winningly. “This isn’t about the quiz yesterday, is it?” she asked, weaving between the tables.

Travys made eye contact. Big mistake. Eye contact meant she had his full attention, and once she had that, he was hers.

“Travys, I asked you a question.”

“It’s not about the quiz, Miss Smith.” The gun wavered, not quite dropping, but he wasn’t sure where to aim.

Angela laid a comforting hand on the security guard’s arm. “We don’t need an audience do we, Travys?”

He shook his head.

“Miss Netley, why don’t you get everyone to class? The bell is ringing,” Angela added as the bell marking the end of lunch rang out. The crowd stayed frozen, spellbound by the same power that kept Travys from pulling the trigger. It was risky, but she refocused, encouraging everyone to hurry away. “Everyone go to class. Not you, Travys. I want a word with you.”

The security guard shook herself out of her stupor. “Come on people, get to class. What are you gawking at?”

Conversation hummed to life around her and Travys sagged. The terror that had buoyed him was gone—only crushing despair remained.

Angela took a seat across the cafeteria table from him as the students and teachers filed out. Some of them tried to stay, or shout, or intervene, but she kept them all walking.

Travys peeked up at her, brown eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry, Miss Smith.”

“Guns don’t solve anything. You know that.”

He was getting ready to kill himself. She could feel it. The desire to stop the pain overwhelmed him. Angela tried to bleed it off, taking some of the despair herself. It hurt.

“What happened? You can tell me, Travys.” She pushed thoughts of safety towards him. He wanted to believe, but Travys had no memories of safety. When they’d first met, he was a failing student, a scrawny sixteen-year-old who flinched when anyone raised their voice. Her power allowed her to create a sanctuary in the classroom, and in that sheltered place, he’d bloomed into a brilliant student.

“Did you get a college rejection letter?” she asked. It seemed the most probable answer.

He jerked his head to the side as if he’d been slapped. “Chris came home.”

She sucked in air so fast it whistled past her teeth. “I thought he was doing twenty to life?”

“He got off on a technicality.” Chris Freeman was his son’s worst nightmare. He was a dealer with an anger problem who saw his only kid as a punching bag. Angela had never met the man, although she’d wanted to rearrange his brain after meeting Travys’s mother, a sweet woman who was the poster child for domestic abuse.

“What’s your mom doing?”

Travys’s eyes dropped to the floor. “She didn’t come home from work.”

Which made her smarter than Angela thought. “Maybe she didn’t know he was coming home.”

“She knew.”

And crueler than she’d guessed: she’d abandoned her son to a monster. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not going home,” Travys said. His thoughts turned back to the gun. Angela could feel his longing for an escape.

“Shooting yourself won’t make anything better.”

He startled.

“Give me the gun. We’ll make other plans for tonight. You won’t go back home to him.”

Travys hesitated.

“Give me the gun, Travys.” She seized at his mind, making him want to please her. The desire for her approval was false—Travys was too strong-minded to need outside approval—but it worked. His arm lifted slowly, like he was fighting gravity.

“You can trust me.”

“Nobody move, NYPD!”

Angela jumped. She’d been too focused on Travys to feel the approach of the police. In a split-second decision, she released her hold on Travys and reached out for the minds of the police before they could ruin everything.

It was the wrong decision.

Travys screamed in pain. His hand convulsed around the gun, pulling the trigger, and sending a bullet through the flesh of her upper arm.

Still trying to grasp the collective mind of the police, everything blurred and Angela found herself standing   near the main office in the arms of a strange man in bright green spandex.

“Travys! Hold still!” The police were moving, too focused for her to grasp; they’d stunned and cuffed Travys before she could even figure out what had happened.

She tried to brush the man aside. “Let me go.” Angela released Travys’s mind and focused on herself. The man in bright green held her.

“We need to get you to the doctor,” the man said.

Angela realized he wasn’t holding her as much as trying to hold her arm. Blood seeped between his gloved fingers. She blinked at it. The pain was secondary to the emotional savaging she’d taken from Travys’s mind.

“Stay calm. An ambulance is on the way,” the man repeated. He was trying to make eye contact. She didn’t cooperate with him.

“I’ll be fine. I’d like to check on my students now.”

“If I hadn’t rushed to your rescue, you would be dead.” Confusion tinged his voice, as if he was waiting for praise.

She glared at the team hustling Travys out of the school. “If the police hadn’t burst in here screaming, Travys would have handed the gun over and I wouldn’t have been shot.” She pushed him away. “This is your fault.”

“No,” said a crisp, authoritative female voice. “This is your fault.”

Angela turned to look at the newcomer, an older woman with salt-and-pepper hair and a grim expression, which she recognized from a picture. Katrina Bocks, de facto government employee and chief of the United Nations Council for Superhero Control.

Not a friend.

“Miss Smith, please let the EMT examine your arm, and then I have some paperwork for you to sign.”

“What sort of paperwork?” She wouldn’t qualify to sign with the teachers’ union until she’d worked a full school year, and she doubted the school board was prepared for this kind of situation. Besides, the chances that The Company was involved with something as benign as arranging medical leave were astronomically low. She’d sooner believe in love at first sight.

Katrina gave her a bitter smile, her emotions colored by hate and anger so violent it was almost a physical aura around her. “How long have been aware of your superpowers, Miss Smith?”

Angela played innocent. “Superpowers? I’m a teacher, but that’s a generous compliment. Though some days I can’t imagine anything harder than twisting these young minds around calculus.” She widened her eyes, the very picture of an innocent southern belle.

Katrina wasn’t buying it. She held up an old-style thumb drive. “I have papers saying you are a superhero with the ability to perform psychic manipulation.”

“I don’t believe anyone can do that.”

“I also have evidence that you and the young man were in a very unprofessional relationship. When he came to his senses and realized how he’d been used, he came to school to kill you. The public will be incensed to hear you lived.” Satisfaction edged Katrina’s words. She thought she had Angela pinned in a corner.

The woman had come far too well-prepared. Angela looked over at the EMT hovering behind them. Time for a quick getaway. “I think I need to see the doctor now.”

“I’ll wait with you,” the man offered. “For your protection.”

Right, he was her well-meaning bodyguard, another concerned citizen fighting for truth, justice, and the American way. Angela moved to walk past Katrina, then stopped. “How long have you been tracking me?”

“I learned several months ago that a mind-raper was in the area. I didn’t know who it was until today.”

Angela nodded. Considering they didn’t know the name of their target, they had certainly put a plan together quickly. Daddy was not going to like hearing about this. There was always a risk of The Company stumbling across her path this close to headquarters, but things had been so quiet lately she’d been sure she was flying under the radar. “I’ll meet you at the hospital, I suppose?”

Katrina smiled triumphantly. “Yes. There’s some very simple paperwork you need to fill out. And then we’ll discuss more of your future after your surgery.”

Her arm stung at the reminder. “I don’t think I need surgery, just stitches.”

“And I don’t think a mutant should be allowed to breed,” Katrina said. “Fortunately, the government sees my point of view. A quick snip-snip and you’ll be safe to release into the wild.”

Angela turned to follow the EMT, teeth clenched hard enough to hurt. There were so many things she wanted to say. None of them would help. Training took over, memories of summer drills under the hot Texas sun. The Company could come at any time. There was no hope of fighting them, so you had to evade, dodge, run.

She let the EMT load her into the back of the ambulance and waited until they’d hit the first stoplight before she dialed the only number that mattered. “Mom, they found me. Come pick me up.”
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Dear Mom,

The doctor says I can get the stitches out in a few weeks. There’s going to be a scar, but that’s what happens when a bullet takes a bite out of your arm. I might need physical therapy after the stitches come out, but it will have to wait until I can get a job here. Maria was able to sell my bike for a reasonable price so I have rent money for a bit and a new name. AJ David; it sounds like something out of a buddy-cop movie. Any minute now some burly old guy will break in and tell me he’s two days from retirement.

Anyways, yes, I’ll be able to find a job here. Just not teaching, for obvious reasons. Is it wrong to pray that your former boss will accidentally drop into a pit of lava?

It’s L.A.—you’d think there’d be jobs everywhere but I can’t find anything. Teaching is out until The Company backs off, and apparently blonde waitresses are a dime a dozen. I’m seriously tempted to cheat and force someone to hire me. I tell myself that I couldn’t live with that in the long run, but every night I eat ramen noodles I seriously consider world domination. It’s so easy. People want to do what I say, if I want them to. And... Well. I’ll think of something.

Tell Daddy I say thank you for the allowance. I know he said it was my birthday money a little bit early, but since he’ll send a birthday gift too, it’s a loan. I’ll pay you guys back when I get a job.

Love,

Angela

––––––––
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LOS ANGELES WAS ON the short list of places Angela had hoped never to live. Now, staring at the criminally beige walls of the cheapest apartment she could find, she listened to the L.A. traffic and an argument in Spanish from next door. A door slammed, and with a resigned sigh, Angela grabbed a plate of cookies. She stepped into the communal hall to see which one had retreated.

Luiz, single mom and neighbor, grimaced. “Sorry.”

“Cookie?” Angela offered.

Luiz grabbed one and took Angela’s unspoken invitation to step inside. They sat at the white plastic table Angela had found on the roadside as Luiz chewed her cookie angrily. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. We came out here to  get away from my ex, be near family. My brother and I started a stunt company. We’ve got a good reputation,   but the past few months.” She shook her head as she   stared at some personal nightmare. “Mikey said he had a  big job, something that would set us up. He quit showing up to work, and now he’s been arrested on a DUI. I’m   so stressed and I’m always yelling at Mia. She’s right. I’m   a horrible mom.”

“No, you aren’t.” Angela reached over and rubbed   her shoulder. “She didn’t mean that. Mia’s a good kid,   she loves you.”

“She’s failing classes.”

Fights between Luiz and her daughter Mia revolved around two things: Mia’s grades, and Mia’s string of good-for-nothing boyfriends. Angela had heard every single fight for the past week. “Is she not doing the homework, or does she not understand the subject?”

“She says she doesn’t understand.” Luiz wiped tears from her face. “I just want something better for her. I don’t want her to wind up like me.”

Angela took a cookie. “Do you want me to tutor her?”

Luiz studied her suspiciously.

Being the only blue-eyed blonde in an area heavily populated by Latinos, Angela had gotten used to the looks of suspicion and contempt. She’d gotten the same response when she’d gone to high school in Laredo while her dad taught at the university for two years. She’d also picked up enough border-style Spanish to make the fights all too easy to understand.

“I can’t pay you,” Luiz finally said.

“Let me borrow your bike so I can interview for jobs a couple times a week. That would be payment enough.”

Luiz mulled it over, grabbing another hot cookie. “You can ride?”

“I have an M1 license, but I sold my bike when I left New York.” It was sell the bike for cash or tell the   school, and thereby The Company, where to send her last paycheck. She’d opted for selling the bike and twisting Delilah’s arm until her sister used her security firm mojo   to produce a new life for her under the name Angela   Jane David.

Luiz’s eyes narrowed. “How long have you been riding?”

“Since I was eighteen. Mom wouldn’t let me have a bike when I was living at home.” She shrugged.

Luiz drummed her fingers on the table. “If I can get you a job, you’d tutor my daughter so she doesn’t fail classes?”

“I can tutor her so she understands what she’s doing in class. Failing and passing are up to her. I can’t magically make her a perfect student.” Angela saw a mother’s fear in Luiz’s eyes. It rose off the heat of her skin like a perfume. “I’m a good tutor. I’ve done it before to pay bills.”

“I know something you can do. The pay isn’t tops, but it’ll cover your groceries for the week.” She stood. “I’ll pick you up at seven. Wear riding gear, black if you have it. Try to act tough.”

* * *
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Arktos landed on the roof of the US Bank Tower in a corona of cold blue fire as the sun sank into the Pacific Ocean. He was late, again. He wanted to run his hand through his hair in frustration, but the mask he wore, the one that lent him better night vision and kept his features hidden while he worked, covered his head. The thieves had pulled off another jewel heist last night, and he wasn’t any closer to tracking them down.

He walked to the edge of the building, looking down at the City of Angels from over a thousand feet up. People scurried around, wrapped in their own worries, insulated by their private fears and precious egos. Somewhere in that mess were the three people he wanted.

They were getting better.

The first heist had been badly executed, and it was only because the police hadn’t called The Company for help   that he hadn’t caught them then. It was frustrating that a  set of amateurs who couldn’t plan ahead enough to take care of a silent alarm were still smart enough to wear   masks and gloves.

Their second heist had been better planned. The woman had acted as a distraction. A car wreck, an armored car blocked in traffic, and then the fire bug in the group had bombed the truck, grabbed the cash, and they were gone. His only hint had been a flash of blonde under the woman’s USC Trojans baseball cap.

A blonde woman with the ability to influence emotions fit the description of the mind-raper who’d escaped The Company in New York. It wouldn’t be the first time a rogue had teamed with a villain, and it wouldn’t be the last. And if they had kept to hitting stores and trucks, he wouldn’t be so worried. Last night’s heist though—that had been different. The mind-raper had held an entire restaurant in thrall while the heist team robbed them blind.

That twist left him with a sick feeling in his stomach and the urge to freeze the criminals in their tracks. His fingers tingled as frost settled around him. Even in the spring heat, he was cold.

Arktos leapt from the building, letting the rush of air strip away his worries. On the edge of thought, he could feel the tug of an idea. A vision appeared, a hazy overlay of the city, and he saw the studio.

With a chuckle, he barrel-rolled in the sky, switching directions high above the streets and heading for home. Sometimes his premonitions let him see something that  was about to happen, like the first heist that he’d called   in to the police. And sometimes it acted like an alarm clock to make sure he got to work on time. A subtle reminder from his subconscious that he needed to get to work if he wanted to get paid.
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Dear Mom,

L.A. is even weirder than I thought it would be. I miss Texas, but I have a job...

Love,

Angela

––––––––
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HOLLYWOOD MAGIC CREATED A strip of alley wide enough for a motorcycle gang to roar down in the middle of a giant room that seemed to be mostly places for lights and cameras to hang.

Angela took off her helmet and wiped sweat from her eyes. Fog roiled around her feet, giving the impression of a winter chill, but the glaring lights were hot. At the far end of the alley, two men argued over something, a camera angle maybe. She glanced at Luiz for direction.

Originally she’d thought she was coming along to play Luiz’s assistant, make a coffee run or three, but Luiz had introduced her as the stuntwoman AJ David. She’d flashed a couple of cards and told Angela to sign all the paperwork as fast as she could. Angela made a mental note to make sure she had all the proper licenses, permits, guild cards, and union paperwork done by morning. There were rules in Hollywood, and she was certain she’d broken about fifty unwritten ones. Hopefully Daddy could fake a California accent long enough to play her agent if anyone called.

“They’re going to make us do it again,” one of the men said. Angela thought his name was Dyfed, but she wasn’t sure. Luiz was riding as the gang leader, doing tricks that made Angela’s heart stop. Dyfed and Michael were a set of twins who did jumps. Angela was paired with a woman named Raina who had told her their only job was to gun their motors and look fierce. Or as fierce as was possible with a helmet on.

Luiz glanced at her. “Welcome to show biz. It’s a lot of hurry up and wait. They’re trying to get the angles and lighting right before the talent shows up.”

“Talent?”

“Movie stars,” Raina said. “Try not to swoon like a girl.”

Angela frowned but couldn’t think of a decent reply.

“Glee!” the man on the other end of the set yelled.

“Patrick Swendon,” Luiz said. “He’s the director. If he tells you to do something, you nod and say, ‘Yes, sir.’”

“Got it.”

“Glee!” Swendon yelled again. “What are you doing there?” He was pointing at the ‘gang’.

Angela turned around to see if anyone had joined   them. It was just the five of them in black leather and a morass of confusion.

“You with the blonde hair!” Swendon shouted. “Earth to Glee! Get over here?”

“Um...” Luiz said.

Angela pointed to herself.

“Yes, you!”

She coasted her bike across the set, stopping just in front of a lean man who was on the wrong side of fifty and red from anger. “Yes, sir?”

“You’re supposed to be riding with Tyler, remember? We went over that yesterday. Why are you down there   with the gang?”

Angela bit her lip.

Luiz coasted up beside her. “Mr. Swendon, this is AJ David. She’s one of my stunt riders.”

The director glared at Angela. “Get off the bike and come over here.” He turned and yelled at someone in the shadows behind him. “Get me my glasses! Where are my glasses? Thank you.” After putting them on, he turned back to blink at Angela. “You’re not Glee’s body double?”
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