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      I shimmied over to the passenger seat, trying not to bang my head on the ceiling or take the clutch in the ass. I steadied my coffee on my way out, then smiled at my crumpled can of a car as I slammed the door shut. Not a single drop of coffee spilled, and there were no head or ass bonking injuries during my escape. Take that, shitty weekend.

      Worst weekend ever? Quite possibly.

      A freak storm had caused a town-wide power outage. Not only had my internet been out for three days, but I’d lost all the food in my fridge. The streets were flooded, so I couldn’t make it to the store, assuming that it was open at all, and both delivery joints were shut down.

      Sometime during the night on Saturday, some idiot had decided to go out for a drive in the water-filled streets and crashed into my car. The whole left side of my Jetta was smashed in, making the driver’s-side door impossible to open. Also, some time Saturday night the roof of my house started leaking, right over my bed. It was a slow drip, one that pelted my face a few times before I realized where the water had come from.

      But now it was Monday. New week, fresh start.

      Work was sure to be the perfect distraction. Never a dull moment on a Magical Acquisition and Containment team. It was one of the Therion Tribunal’s most clandestine and controversial enterprises, and I was glad to be a part of the action, even if I never actually left operation headquarters. The soldiers of MAC were the best of the best, enforcers trained in stealth, combat, and most importantly, discretion.

      We’d had it rough last week, losing one of our team members on the dragon tablet job. But that meant this week had to be better than the last—fresh start and all.

      I headed inside the unassuming building, waited in line to scan my ID and walk through the metal detector, and found the elevator at the far end of the lobby empty, as it usually was. Not a lot of people went down to the MAC floor. Given that, and the fact that no one wanted to be in close quarters to the kind of artifacts that came in and out of our center of operations, we got our very own elevator.

      So when a hand reached in the doors just before they closed, I was surprised. And I was even more surprised when the doors opened and I saw the rest of the man attached to said hand. As my best friends and I would say—meowza.

      His suit fit him like he was born in it—not like it was a baby-sized suit on a very large man body, but like it was tailored so well it was a second skin. He was born to wear it, all hard muscle and squared shoulders. Being well-built was a shifter standard, but this guy was just ridiculous.

      His scent struck me like a punch to the gut...no, it caressed with a swirling warmth in my belly. It was spiced like cloves and wild like a run through untouched forest.

      My gaze lingered on his torso and scanned up to a hard and stunning face. He had the perfect amount of stubble to promise a pleasant scratch against my skin. His mouth was made for kissing. I liked his full lips, even if they were formed into a frown. I looked up a little higher, finding his gaze hard as steel. Okay, so he was both gorgeous and grumpy. All the better to throw me against the wall and take charge. Double meowza.

      I turned my head to him as he took his place beside me. “Good morning,” I said.

      The doors clicked shut and he kept his attention forward.

      Maybe he was deaf. Or mute.

      “I don’t recognize you,” I said. “Are you new here? Joining MAC Team Two?”

      He glanced at me, and his frown turned rigid. So did his shoulders.

      Wow, okay. Seemed like he could hear me just fine, and chose not to do the decent thing and say hello back. I should have just kept my mouth shut and let the big prick be, but I never had been good at leaving well enough alone.

      “Maybe you have the wrong elevator,” I suggested. “This one’s just for Magical Acquisition and Containment. Show up in here at the wrong time, you’re liable to cross paths with a barrel of living sludge or a flesh-eating slug with a mouth bigger than your face.”

      He sucked in a deep breath and closed his eyes. After a slow exhale, he blinked, still keeping his attention set straight ahead. “I know where I’m going.”

      Whatever. I shrugged, made a non-committal reply, and decided I’d been entirely wrong about this dude’s appeal. He’d taken a clutch in the ass, and it had stayed lodged up in there.

      As soon as the doors opened, I bolted. It was a quick and confident walk at a brisk pace. Not weird at all. I was a woman with places to go and things to do, none of which had to do with the jerk I was happily leaving behind.

      When I reached MAC Team One Operations, my tension melted away. I took in the familiar scent of shifters, the cool dampness that permeated our underground quarters, and metal. Home sweet home.

      The operations team was already here, looking over screens with maps and schematics. At a glance, I could tell it was all for the Vrekalis job that was on hold until the away team was cleared for duty. It was no surprise that Lillian Rossi, Lyle Finch, and Cyrus O’Rourke weren’t in. After the debacle that was the last mission, it was hard to say how long it would take for the three of them to be allowed back. But as soon as they were, we’d be ready.

      I jogged down the steps and took a seat at my desk. With a push on the power button, my computer turned on. When I looked up to the screen, Jen was there, sitting on my desk. Her hair was pulled back in a tight black bun, and she had that excited look in her eyes that meant she had something juicy to tell me.

      “Tell me you’ve checked your email.” A smile spread across her face, reminding me a bit of the Cheshire Cat.

      “Not yet. I just got in,” I said, as if she didn’t already know that.

      “Minket isn’t coming in. He retired.”

      “Retired?” That didn’t make any sense. Our boss, Lester Minket, was three years from retirement. Sure, I was keeping track, because I was next in line for the leadership position. Nothing wrong with that.

      “That’s what it says.”

      “No way would Minket voluntarily retire early.” The Tribunal had to have forced him to resign, maybe as punishment for last week’s mission. The dragon tablet mission had been an epic failure. But that wasn’t Minket’s fault. If there was foul play during the mission, it was one of the field agents who had messed up—Rossi, Finch, or Cyrus. They couldn’t fault Minket for that...could they?

      “Doesn’t matter.” Jen shook her hand, like she could wave away my thoughts. “What matters is that means you are in charge.”

      I could feel the weight of people watching me. I craned my neck to see my screen around Jen. She was right, there was an email from command about Minket’s retirement. There was also nothing about the position being mine.

      “So.” Jen waggled her brows. “How about morning announcements, boss lady?”

      I rose from my seat and looked around the room. Four sets of eyes were on me. We weren’t a big team. This wasn’t a big deal. We didn’t have a mission running, so no one really needed to be told what to do. We all knew our jobs.

      I smiled, nervous, not sure what to say. “It seems Minket isn’t coming in. You don’t need me to direct you. You already know what needs to be done. We have the Vrekalis job to prepare for. And we will be ready. Let’s kick ass.”

      Jen clapped first, and most enthusiastically. Everyone else clapped, too. It was finally happening. I was in charge. My hands were shaking a little, so I clasped them together and sat back down.

      “Congrats.” Jen touched my shoulder and gave me a huge grin. “You earned this.”

      I smiled back at her. “Thanks.”

      I had earned the position. I’d been devoted to the Tribunal since I turned eighteen and started at the bottom of the totem pole. Ten years later, it was happening. I was living my dream, head of MAC Team One. It’s all I’d ever wanted. But I couldn’t let that go to my head. It wasn’t official. I was stepping in because it was my duty, and I’d be holding my breath until I received the official word.

      Everyone got back to work. I read through the rest of my emails and opened up the logistics files for the upcoming mission. There was a whole slew of objects the team wanted to recover, most notably The Codex of Vrekalis, The Visage of Vrekalis, and the Scepter of Vrekalis. There were a bunch of other things, but those three had been flagged highest priority. I scrolled through the floor plans and satellite images of the compound, looking for guard posts we might have missed.

      “Uhhh, Aubrey?” Jen typed fiercely at the desk beside me and craned her neck so her face was only an inch from her monitor.

      “Yeah?” I turned my chair toward her.

      “We...have a problem.”

      “What kind of problem?” I rose from my seat. Before I could reach her desk, she linked her computer to the big screen, showing all of us what she was seeing.

      There was movement, the camera shaking—bodycam footage. There were trees everywhere. Visual of a forest, but no sound.

      I glanced from the screen to Jen. “This isn’t—”

      She nodded. Her wide eyes were filled with dread. “It’s live.”

      I turned back to the giant screen
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