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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      The sex tent…

      Tomás Rivera shook his head and pulled out his weathered Huichol dictionary, certain his translator had gotten the words wrong. He flipped through pages and looked up the original words the Huichol kept repeating as they ushered him through the dark, dirt pathways of the mountain village.

      “I think you’re translating that wrong,” Tomás whispered to the broad-chested man named Zolin, who’d met him in Choaca and guided him into the mountains.

      Zolin grunted, pointing ahead of them. “Sex tent,” he repeated. “You’ll see.”

      Nope, he hadn’t heard the man wrong.

      “What the hell is a sex tent?” Tomás hissed out the side of his mouth as he smiled at the two half-naked men who had practically carried him through the village.

      His translator pointed again. “The tent for sex.”

      A chill went through Tomás’ body, even though the night was warm. He flashed a smile at an old woman who stood in the door of her dark hut, holding a child back from running up the mountainside with the rest.

      Children skipped ahead of them, naked and laughing, picking yellow flowers along the path and tossing them at his feet. Far in the distance, drums rumbled and someone led a group in chanting.

      He never should’ve turned down the second team member’s presence. There was the tiny problem with everyone, assuming he and Maggie would be the next to succumb to the lust bunny, like Rain and Nora had done, and Tomás had chosen to go it solo because he didn’t like Maggie that way.

      A tiny part of him wouldn’t mind going in the sex tent with her—she would be an athlete in the sack—but it wasn’t like what had happened to Rain and Nora. That had been Fated. He definitely didn’t like Maggie that way.

      The men dragged him around the corner, toward a large, chanting circle of people with a roaring fire in the middle. More drums joined in. More people began to chant, and then there was a woman singing.

      Ceremony.

      His father had told him, the mountain tribes were big on ceremony, but he hadn’t expected to be greeted with one. And certainly not one that involved a sex tent. Gods. There was that phrase again.

      “You will wait here,” Zolin said. He parted the wave of people and walked into the center, circling the fire, and barked out several phrases in the Huichol language that Tomás didn’t dare look up. He still couldn’t spell things, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what they meant, anyway.

      Two women followed Zolin out of the circle, both adorned with beautiful rings of flowers in their hair and around their necks, barely covering beautiful dark nipples and bare breasts. Another ring of flowers hung around their hips, but didn’t cover them below the waist, either.

      Their flower rings moved in time to the drums and they circled him, taking his arms as the men had when they’d brought him up to the fire.

      Zolin crossed his arms and followed. The chanting escalated, and the woman who had been singing began to careen her voice high above the group in beautiful, arcing melodies.

      “What are they doing?” Tomás asked Zolin, but the man didn’t answer. Instead, he spoke to the dancing girls and they all moved farther up the mountain, past the crowd, to a dark, heavily-scented pool.

      The girls stripped off his pants and boxer shorts before he could protest, and then moved to his shirt. He tried to find words of protest as they guided him toward the water.

      “Zolin.” He caught the native man’s dark eyes. “What is going on?”

      The translator nodded at the water. “They’re going to clean you. For the sex tent. You will see.”

      “I’m sorry, but can you tell them I don’t need to go into the sex tent?” Tomás smiled at the lovely women who cupped flower petals in their hands as they washed him. They didn’t steer clear of his crotch, and it wasn’t long before he could feel some heat rising in his abdomen.

      “Everyone goes into the sex tent.” Zolin moved to the edge of the water and dipped a toe in. “The water is warm for you. It comes from a heated spring that flows out of the volcano.”

      Both the half-naked girls and Zolin made a swooping sign with their right hands and said a word Tomás didn’t recognize.

      “What was that?”

      “It was an honoring of the god who lives in the volcano,” Zolin said before they all made the sign again. “We do not speak his name.”

      One of the girls slid open a vial and poured a viscous liquid across his chest, rubbing it in and beckoning the other girl to do the same. They slicked his body with the oil and the sharp scent of it overwhelmed him.

      Tomás had to blink to keep himself focused. “They really don’t need to do this.” He tried to meet one of the women’s eyes, but they just continued to rub him with the slick, earthy liquid until they had finished his chest and abdomen.

      He let out a howl as they moved down toward his hardening dick and grabbed their hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Now. Before we start with that. Will someone please explain to me…what the hell is going on?”

      The two women gave Zolin a wide-eyed stare and he shooed them, coming down into the water. “These women have the very great honor of preparing you for the sex tent. You should not take away this honor.”

      “I don’t think you understand why I’m here.” Tomás searched for his clothing, which held his translation book, and his maps. And his phone. “There’s been a big mistake.”

      “No mistake.” Zolin grabbed his arm and pushed him farther into the water. “Wash yourself, in case Fate decides to reveal your mate to you tonight.”

      Tomás almost shook his head. “Wait. My mate?”

      “Wash.” Zolin pointed to the side of the pool that was covered in petals, which they apparently used in place of clothes or sponges. At least in this ritual.

      Someone should’ve prepared him for this.

      “I’m here looking for the men who helped a priest destroy a brothel in Guadalajara about thirty years ago.” Tomás picked up some of the petals and half-heartedly wiped at his skin. He didn’t dare touch his cock. There must’ve been some kind of aphrodisiac in the oil, because he was hard as a stone.

      “Our chief may know something of this. You will see the elders after you go before the women.” Zolin tossed the vial next to his foot. “You must put this on so I can take you to the sex tent.”

      Damn. There was that word again. Tomás needed to get out of this. He just wanted to get them to answer his questions. He poured some of the oil on his skin. This kind was sweet, and it made a heady mix with the woody scent of the last lather. “Where are your leaders?” Tomás asked. “I need to find them.”

      “First, the sex tent. Then, you meet the elders.” Zolin gestured for him to follow and turned to march back down toward the fire. “We must know if your mate is in our village.”

      “My mate?” Tomás laughed. “You’ve got to be joking.”

      “I never joke.”

      “Then you are mistaken.”

      “I am never mistaken.” Zolin stopped halfway back to the fire.

      Tomás looked around. The huts were empty and the path was wide. It seemed to be some kind of gathering place, and it was surrounded on all sides by giant, thick trees. He couldn’t see the women who’d been washing him, but he imagined they must’ve gone to prepare someone else. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to join anyone in the sex tent.

      If he hadn’t been alone in a strange place, he would’ve crossed himself. His family occasionally talked of Fate and mating, but Fated matches were rare in his pack, small as it was. He’d never even discussed it with his parents.

      Tomás had long assumed he’d be the pack enforcer, as the alpha’s son, until he became alpha himself. When he had more responsibility, he would worry about a mate. Until then, the whole mate thing would make him run for the hills.

      Only, he was in the hills. The mountains. The far-flung mountains of Western Mexico, among a people rumored to be some of the most magickal in the world, and they wanted to rub him down with secret oils and send him into a tent for sex.

      Not for sex, though. For mating. That was way too much responsibility for a twenty-six year old single guy from Vegas.

      “I can tell you a secret.” Zolin cast his eyes around the empty space as though afraid of being overheard. Surely, there weren’t many Spanish speakers in the area.

      “What?” Tomás asked.

      “I have not been in the sex tent myself.” He leaned in and whispered, “Because I have found my mate. But the men who have gone in have always come out more than satisfied with their result.”

      “You say I’m supposed to find out if my mate is here?”

      Zolin nodded. “Every visitor who comes to our village, whether wolf or man, is first invited to sit in the sex tent with our women. We must know if your mate is among us. Honor the magick.”

      Tomás was tempted to roll his eyes.

      “It is not like this in your village?” Zolin’s eyebrows tented.

      With a laugh, he said, “It is not.”

      “Well, we honor the magick above all. If Fate has a match for you, we would welcome you in to the village and make you one of our own.”

      Oh gods. Tomás tried to force a smile. “Sounds great.”

      Zolin pulled him by the arm and they walked next to the fire, around to where the translator had stopped. He addressed the crowd again, gesturing to Tomás and then to his still-erect penis.

      That oil was some kinda mojo. He hadn’t had an erection this long since he’d accidentally tried some of Tio’s Viagra.

      Energy coiled inside him as they ushered him into the big, dark tent, past a row of completely naked women. Like his escorts, they wore flowers around their necks that hid nothing and, instead, made him look directly at each pair of breasts as he walked by them. He felt like Goldilocks, only his porridge was boobs. He rolled his shoulders and tried to relax, but every piece of him was hard and pulsing and on edge.

      Had they given him some kind of drug? The air crackled with magick and he felt high on something. Once inside the tent, the low glow of a small fire lit the area from the center of the room.

      Zolin escorted Tomás to a stump in the far corner of the sex tent. “Sit,” he ordered. “Here is more oil.” He pointed to vials along one wall and then glanced down at the bobbing erection between his legs. “Although it appears you may not need them.

      “Will you tell me exactly what is going to happen here?” He shifted on the hard stump, little fibers of wood digging into his ass. He wished he’d brought a pillow. Sex on this thing would be a nightmare.

      “The women are being prepared for the tent. We will bring them in, one at a time, then you will examine them and feel your magick.” He elevated thick, dark eyebrows. “Some of them are very beautiful.”

      “Yeah, yeah, and then what?” Tomás waved, trying to speed up the process. He had a job to do.

      “Then you will take a woman, if you choose, and you will become one of us.”

      “And if I don’t choose?”

      Zolin frowned. “This has never happened.”

      With a long exhale, he looked around the tent. It was empty, save for the fire and the oils. He wasn’t certain that any actual sex would happen in the tent, because there was nowhere to get leverage.

      He let his knees relax and waved at Zolin. “Fine. Prepare your women. I will examine them. Then, I need to talk to your elders.”

      “Very well.” Zolin took the long piece of wood from around his waist and flicked it at Tomás. A few drops of oil came from the end and landed on his naked skin. Zolin hurried out of the tent and everything in Tomás’ world went pear-shaped. He couldn’t focus, he couldn’t think. All he knew was that his dick was enflamed and there was some kind of magick in the air.

      He tried to shake himself out of the onslaught of whatever drug had just been sprayed on him, but he couldn’t keep himself fully in control. His erection nearly throbbed and he couldn’t have told the difference between magick and a hole in the wall.

      Focus. He looked around the tent again, but everything was wobbly. Zolin had closed the flap when he’d exited, and the light wobbled with the flickering fire.

      Chanting rose to a crescendo outside. A rustle behind him made Tomás’ head whirl around. Something slithered under the edge of the tent. Then it rose to a full height beside him.

      Tomás shook his head and glanced back at the tent flap, but no one had come through from the fire. Yet when he looked up, the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen hovered over him.

      She had light, caramel-toned skin and long, thick hair that waved its way around her face and down the sides of her very naked breasts. Unlike the girls at the bathing hole, he didn’t need to use his imagination with this girl. Her erect nipples hovered in front of his face and he was tempted to take one of them in his mouth.

      The young woman swayed from side to side in front of him, her breasts bouncing with each movement. Her eyes locked onto his, two golden pools of amber with dark, shuttered lashes.

      “I am Tomás,” he said, extending a hand.

      She didn’t respond. Instead, she looked behind her and put her hands on his shoulders. “It will be easiest if you do not speak.”

      “Yes, yes, feel the magick and all that.” Tomás cleared his throat and closed his eyes, but he couldn’t focus on anything except how her perfect brown nipples begged for his tongue.

      Something wet and hot and…tight…slid down his cock. Tomás’ eyes flew open as the other sensations whirled around him. Her thighs on his, her hands on his shoulders.

      She groaned as she lowered herself even farther onto his erection.

      Tomás grabbed her hips out of instinct, ready to pull her off.

      The woman took his hands in hers and brought them up to her breasts, where she left them. He couldn’t breathe.

      Between the drugs and the drumming and the tight grip of her riding him, he could only groan. The grain of the wood dug into his ass and he cried out.

      She jumped off him, his dick popping out of her with a thwack. With a few steps backward, she raised her hands to her breasts. “Is something wrong?”

      “No.” He stood, touching his tender ass. “That stool absolutely was not made for sex. It was not the sex stool.”

      “It is the sex stool.” She dropped her hands from her breasts and Tomás’ mouth practically watered. She had so much grace, in every movement, like a dancer. And her long, dark hair swirled around her and occasionally veiled her breasts from his gaze. It was intoxicating.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but he wasn’t sure what to say. On one hand, her sitting down on his cock had been a surprise, but he felt drawn toward her, still, and wanted to press her up against a tree and put his dick back inside her.

      “How about the sex floor?” Tomás knelt on the smooth, dark dirt.

      She raised one eyebrow and walked toward him, taking his offered hand. “This will do, as well.”

      Her hands were on his shoulders again, pushing him to the ground, and she knelt over his groin, guiding his cock inside her once more. The squeeze of her, the rhythm, the beauty. His breath caught once more.

      Once she had him on his back, she put her hands on his chest and began to ride him. Outside the tent, the singing woman began to sail above the chanting, and everything felt drawn into a frenzy.

      The regal beauty bounced over him, her eyes closed, her head back, and her pace increasing with each beat of the drum. Soon, she had outpaced the drummer and was panting over him. She found his hands again and moved them to her breasts.

      Tomás kneaded the perfect globes, taking her nipples between his fingers. She cried out in another language. He continued to roll one of the sensitive peaks with his thumb and finger, and slid his other hand down the plane of her belly toward her pussy. His fingers disappeared between the folds of her sex and she bit her lip as she exploded in a growl.

      He wanted nothing more than to turn her over and pound into her, but the orgasm coiling in his belly would not wait.

      When she cried out in her pleasure, she clamped down on him and Tomás nearly exploded inside her. He held her hips and kept pumping as she went limp against him and curled on his chest like a rag doll.

      Holy shit, that was hot. He hadn’t given a woman that kind of take-your-will-to-live orgasm in his entire life. He could sure handle this on a regular basis.

      Her panting in his ear was going to make him hard again if she kept it up. Possessive warmth spread through his chest and he wrapped his arms around her. He wanted to kiss her, but her face was away from his. He would kiss her next time.

      Sex tent indeed.

      She rolled her head to one side and wobbled to her knees, then used the stool to stand. With hesitant steps, she walked behind the stool and used a bowl of water he hadn’t seen to wash herself.

      Tomás noticed a slight trail of something dark between her legs, but her hands clapped in front of his face and he shook himself, trying to focus on her. He grabbed her offered handshake, but instead of introducing herself, she pulled him to his feet.

      “There,” she said, once he was standing. “We should wash you off and find your clothes. We must leave.”

      He found himself laughing. “Leave? Zolin told me to stay here.”

      The young beauty shook her head and glanced at the door. The drumming had reached its climax and gone over the edge. She hurried to the back of the tent, behind the stool and got to her knees.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, following her.

      The woman pulled him to his knees as well and he wanted to reach for her swaying breasts again.

      Was that how this worked? Did he get to have sex with her again? Gods, he hoped they wouldn’t make him have sex with everyone who came in the tent.

      She stuck her hand under the tent and raised it into a very shallow opening. “You’ll have to crawl out first,” she said in Spanish. “Before my father finds us.”

      Tomás jumped to his feet, shaking off the drug haze. “Your father?”

      “Yes, he is the Chief.”

      The regal carriage made sense to him. She was the village princess. Holy shit. He’d just fucked the village princess.

      She flapped the tent back and forth. “Hurry, before they find us.”

      Tomás waved a hand. “Of course they’ll find us. They’re bringing in another woman when I call them.”

      “No, they’re bringing her in now.” She pushed at his naked shoulder. “Hurry.”

      He glanced back at the tent door, then to the princess who held up the tent for him to escape. “Why would they bring her in before I called them? What if we were having sex again? Don’t they wait for me to—”

      “Just go.” She pushed him again and this time, he went head-first through the small opening. Her hands were on his butt, pushing him the rest of the way out. Then, in a moment, she crawled out after him.

      The princess reached for a piece of cloth that lay folded on the ground. She slipped the creamy, thin garment over her head, then passed him a similarly shaped piece of cloth.

      “Put this on,” she urged, pressing the garment into his hands. “We must leave.”

      “Leave, where? I need to tal—”

      She opened the cloth and shoved the shirt dress thing over his head, cutting off his protest.

      Tomás pushed at her hands when she settled it over one shoulder, then wrapped something around his waist and secured it.

      “There. Now. Run.” The princess jumped to her feet and took off down the dirt path.

      He stared after her.

      She stopped a few feet away and gestured to him. “Run. Now.”

      Tomás shook his head. “I can’t. I have a mission. I’ve had enough of this ceremony.”

      “This isn’t the ceremony.” Her knee-length half-dress billowed and furled like the sail of a ship as she ran back to him. “And there won’t be a ceremony once they find out what you’ve done.”

      “What have I done? Technically, I didn’t do anything. You—you did all the work.”

      She sighed and took both his hands, pulling him to his feet.

      Tomás still felt uncertain standing up, between the darkness and the drugs. He put out one foot to steady himself.

      “You’ve just defiled the Chief’s daughter.” She dropped his hand and pointed into the dark, away from the glowing fire behind him. “Now. Do what I told you and run.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Citlani jogged down the mountain path behind the stranger from the sex tent. He might be a stranger, but she was his wife in every sense of the word. Now she just had to keep him moving long enough to avoid the village search parties. If she could get to the rocky place just south of the village, no one would be able to track them. Not if she was careful.

      “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

      “Be quiet and keep going,” she responded in his Spanish language. “They will know where we are if you disturb the birds.” She gestured toward the still-quiet canopy of trees.

      Thankfully the stranger was still barefoot, keeping his stomping tendencies to a minimum. She’d snuck his bag from the ceremony area and hidden it near the path where she’d led him out of the village.

      All his clothes and other gadgets were in the bag. His giant boots would’ve left tracks a five-year-old could follow. No way he was getting those back until they were safely away from the drumming. Citlani could still hear the beat in the distance, meaning they were too close to the village to slow down.

      “Can I at least have my shoes?” Tomás gestured toward his bag on her shoulder and leaned against a large tree to rub the sole of his foot.

      “No, and do not touch that tree,” she hissed and shoved his shoulder, barely moving him an inch. He wasn’t a giant man, but he was stronger than he looked. Most wolves were.

      “Why?” He jumped off it and looked over his shoulder.

      The tiniest smile tugged at her lips. “The bark will make you smell and bugs will crawl down your clothes.”

      “Shit!” He jumped into action, brushing the tunic of any clinging tree fibers.

      It wasn’t true. But at least it got him moving again. He was doing fairly well for a stranger to the mountains, but she needed him to move faster. For the last six days she’d lived without her mother at her side. In all her twenty-one summers, she’d never been separated.

      Ever.

      Tomás was her best chance to save her mother from whoever had taken her in the market of Choaca. Nothing else mattered, and staying in the village and marrying Zolin was unthinkable. The man smelled of grease, never showered, and had been asking to marry her for the last three years.

      Now when her mother truly needed her, he wouldn’t look and neither would her father. It was like they’d both just written her off. They’d given up without even trying.

      So, she was trying.

      The old women of the village had been preparing her to wed Zolin. Sex lessons. Citlani shuddered, remembering how they’d been so forthright about what would happen, where everything fit together. They’d gone on and on. The sex tent had been terrifying, but once the act had been started, it’d been quite straightforward, thanks to those old women’s instructions. At least most of it. The way the stranger responded had startled her. The old women hadn’t spoken of the man touching her anywhere but her breasts. They’d said men never outgrew their mother’s breasts and always wanted to touch and suckle them, no matter how old.

      But Tomás  had done more than that. He’d touched her between her legs and ignited a fire inside her that had burned hotter than anything she’d ever felt in her life.

      Still, just because the sex had been somewhat pleasant didn’t change the fact that it was a tool. A means to an end.

      She would give this stranger her body. Produce sons for him. In return, he would help her find her mother. He had to. Citlani didn’t have any other options left.

      They left the thickest part of the forest behind and came out into a clearing. On the far side, rocky areas littered the ground. The trackers would lose their trail here.

      “Walk on the rocks.” She pointed. “Keep going that way. There is a place we can rest for the night.”

      To his credit, the man didn’t object and continued forward. He was starting to limp though. His feet weren’t used to being bare.

      “We will be there soon,” she said. The drums had faded. They were out of range. No search parties would come this far. Now they just had to get to the safe alcove she had in mind.

      The night animals were rousing as the sun fell behind the horizon. Soon there would be no light left. Citlani stepped up her pace and passed by the stranger. She led him across the stones, further down the mountain, and into a small clearing where a stream cut through the aged grey rock.

      To her right was a shallow enclave that would shelter them from the wind. Across the stream, was an open area of grass and flat rocks before the jungle swallowed the landscape again. The moon was rising now and the pink sky was turning shades of blue and purple.

      A sigh slipped from her lips. She set down his—her husband’s—bag and squatted next to the stream to get a drink. She cupped her hand and drew several mouthfuls before Tomás caught up to her.

      “Are we done?” he asked, kneeling beside her and taking a drink from the running stream.

      “We should be safe here tonight. We can walk the rest of the way down to Choaca tomorrow.”

      [image: ]

      Tomás shook his head and closed his eyes. The world still spun just a bit. It was possible the exertion had made it worse, because everything around him seemed to be on fire. Had he heard her right? Back to Choaca?

      “Hold on, here.” He pointed back to the path they’d just abandoned. “All this running, and you don’t say a word to me? I need more than we can walk to Choaca tomorrow.”

      Her face was goddess-like, all sparkling eyes and beautiful lines, full lips that stayed tight and together, dripping with water. The fiery edge to his vision was almost overwhelming.

      “Fine.” She swiped at her mouth. “But you should drink more.”

      He sat back on his heels and his head spun. “Not until you tell me what is going on.”

      “Suit yourself.” The princess took another swipe of water for herself and slurped it down. “But the herbs they gave you, you need to wash them away.”

      “Herbs?”

      “One of them—probably Zolin—would have put the oil on the skin of your face. It made you feel light-headed. It made you easy to…” She dropped her eyes. “It makes you suggestible.”

      Tomás crossed his arms. It made me easy to control. Why didn’t she just say it out loud?

      “I see it’s wearing off,” she said with a bite to her tone. “Drink.”

      He bent to the stream and took in as much water as he could manage. In the meantime, she rummaged around in the bag between them.

      “Wait, is that my backpack? I assumed I’d have to go back—” He grabbed the black straps and yanked it away from her. “You’re going to tell me who you are and what the hell is going on here. Right now.”

      The princess sighed and released the pack. She rolled her long, thick hair in her hands and twisted until she had piled it on top of her head and knotted it. “I apologize for the abruptness of our joining, but it could not be helped.”

      “Abruptness?” Tomás barked out a laugh. “That’s putting it mildly.”

      She met his eyes with a boldness that almost set him back on his heels. “I had no other choice. If I did not…” A momentary loss of control sent her features whirling into some emotional storm he couldn’t read. “They weren’t even going to try to find her.”

      For a moment, he wanted to reach for her, to comfort her, but he resisted. She was a stranger—no matter how beautiful she was, and no matter how much their sexual encounter had seemed like a dream.

      “Find who?”

      “My mother.” Her tone was so sad, so empty, he could practically hear the crack of her heart through her chest.

      “What happened to your mother?”

      The princess held her head high and shook her head. “I don’t know. She disappeared in a market in Choaca. Zolin has…taken ownership of me, with my father’s blessing.” Her lip quivered and for a moment as if she might burst into tears, but her mouth tightened. “We never receive visitors, you understand. You were already in the sex tent. I just…I just pushed Fate along a little bit.”

      With a shake of his head, he wiped at his face and sighed. “I had no idea about the…well, the tent. Zolin brought me up to meet with the village elders.”

      She reached in the backpack and drew out two round, dark ovals that looked a little like hockey pucks. One of them, she handed to him, and the other, she bit into herself. “You should eat. Drink. Get your strength. We’re going to have a long walk ahead of us tomorrow.”

      The princess pointed off, over the river, and into the dark. “I had to take us back toward the volcano,” she made the sign with her hand that he recognized from his conversation with Zolin, “in order to throw off the search party. So we need to double back if we are to make Choaca tomorrow.”

      Tomás took the cake from her hand and sniffed. It had a faint earthy sweetness, like smelling a box of raisins. He chewed a little on one end and his teeth sunk into it with ease. “Why are we walking to Choaca?”

      “I told you.” She chewed at the last of her cake. “To find my mother.”

      “Right.” He took another bite of the sweetness. Something warred inside. A rising part of him felt like he should fight, like he was giving in to something he didn’t understand. Another part just wanted to lay down on the ground and put his arms around her and sleep the night away.

      What the hell was wrong with him?

      “You should keep drinking the water.” She indicated the stream. “The haija makes your mind too open.”

      “Haija?”

      “The oil. It’s a mixture of herbs from inside the mouth of the volcano,” she made that sign again, “that the men use to heighten the magick for their rituals.”

      Tomás sat on the ground, his legs out in front of him, and tried to clear his thoughts. Fucking haija, or whatever it was. “My family has been mating for a hundred years, and we never needed drugs to do it.”

      “You do not have the haija. If you did, you might find it to be helpful in finding your mate.” Her eyes wavered, briefly. “You might not be thirty summers without having mated.”

      Tomás scoffed at her. “I’m only twenty-eight, and there’s nothing wrong with not having my mate yet. My father didn’t find my mother until he was thirty-two. It is common, where I’m from.”

      Her nose wrinkled and he couldn’t help noticing how cute it made her look. He wanted to touch her nose, her face…he had to stop thinking these things. But she seemed so sad, and her beauty almost took his breath away, even in the dark.

      Maybe especially in the dark.

      “My mother never mated, even though she became my father’s wife,” she said with a somber drop in her tone. “So perhaps age has nothing to do with it.”

      “I am sorry about your mother,” Tomás said, reaching for her. “Of course, I’ll help you find her.”

      When his skin touched hers, something sparked between them and she jumped. But she glanced down at his hand on the soft flesh of her upper arm. In a quick flash of cloth, she’d pulled off the tunic and her naked body was moving toward him.

      Tomás began to harden so quickly, he wasn’t sure it was all natural. But the air between them had been surging, ever since the sex tent, and he wasn’t surprised that his dick responded so quickly to her.

      She was a goddess.

      “What is your name?” he asked as she put her hands on his shoulders.

      “Citlani,” she murmured, pushing him back onto the ground.

      Tomás smiled. “Seet-lawn-y,” he repeated. “That’s beautiful.”

      Before he knew what was happening, she had pulled up the front of his tunic and bared his erect cock to the cold night. She slipped her legs over his groin and guided him into her hot wetness.

      He blinked several times, trying to process the feel of her tightening around him, then riding him. She grabbed his hands and moved them to her breasts, where he found erect nipples, so sensitive to the pads of his fingertips.

      As he twisted them, she cried out in her native tongue, and the night echoed with her pleasure. The pressure in his abdomen built and built, with her holding his hands on her breasts, and groaning.

      Citlani increased her pace, bracing her knees on either sides of his hips as she worked on his cock and gripped him, everywhere.

      He found himself wanting to pull her down on top of him, to kiss her, to hold her, to go down on her, but her pace was so insistent, and she was so much in control, he could barely think.

      “Fuck,” Tomás gasped as he was about to come. He wanted to stick his fingers between her folds and find her pleasure center. Make her come, too. But she had a vise grip on his hands, and her eyes were closed.

      She was so beautiful, bouncing over him, lost in pleasure. He released his seed into her and a tiny smile crossed her features. She kept riding him until he had moaned his last, and then she released his hands.

      Tomás sat up and her eyes popped open. Still joined, they were so close, he could feel the pebbles of her nipples on his chest. He slid his arms around her and gazed into her surprised eyes.

      “Lani,” he whispered. “Beautiful Lani. How do you captivate me like this?”

      Her gaze was wide, almost innocent, and with just a touch of something intangible. Distant. She licked her lips and that set off all kinds of fireworks inside Tomás.

      He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her, so fervently, with so much heat, he thought he might explode.

      When he pulled away, he saw a deeper surprise in her eyes. Almost a flash of tears in her eyes.

      She misses her mother, still.

      Lani pushed him back to the ground and rolled off his body. She picked up her tunic and slipped it back over her head, shrouding herself from his eyes.

      “We should sleep,” she said to the air, not facing him. “As soon as it is light, we should find the path again.” She pulled a blanket out of the backpack.

      She really had been prepared.

      “I will happily accompany you to Choaca,” he said, scooting across the open space toward her. But she placed the blanket in his hands and then pulled another one from the spacious pack. It was like Mary Poppins in that thing.

      “Sleep now.” Lani wrapped herself in the blanket and nestled up to a nearby rock. She turned her back on him.

      Tomás stared at her back. She was so intimate one moment, and so cold the next. It dumbfounded him.

      But it only made him want her more.
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      Citlani could feel him staring at her. He’d agreed to help her find her mother. She hadn’t expected that argument to go quite so easily. The way he looked at her made her skin itch and tingle. When he’d reached for her, she’d done everything the way the old women had taught her, but he still seemed unsatisfied. Like he wanted more.

      Then there was the kiss. She’d never been kissed before. Never seen anyone kiss anyone like he’d kissed her . It wasn’t done publically in the village. Kissing was an intimate act kept for the couple alone. When he’d kissed her, she’d felt more. More than just satisfying his male needs. She’d found pleasure in his touch for a second time.

      He’d wanted to sleep next to her, but it was…too much. Perhaps his touch wasn’t as horrible as she’d thought it would be, but it was still so foreign. She couldn’t imagine sleeping with another person—feeling contact all night long.

      She and her mother had shared a room in a hut, but they didn’t sleep next to each other. Her mother had night terrors almost every night. Sleep was not something Citlani took for granted.

      Most of the time she napped throughout the afternoon to make up for the lack of rest she got at night.

      Now, instead of her mother waking Citlani with horrified screams, there was a man a few feet away that brought a new type of turmoil to her mind and her body.

      She’d married him by the laws of her village, without the blessing of the man she called father, all to avoid the touch of the one man in the village she couldn’t stand.

      The man who’d lost her mother.

      To find a way to save her mother, she’d given herself to a stranger in the most intimate way possible. Was there some magick about him that made her mind wander when he touched her? Something was different. She responded to Tomás in a way she’d never responded to any male in the village before.

      There was no time for notions of feelings. Her mother told her every day not to trust a man to want more from her than sex. All men wanted sex. It hadn’t been as unpleasant as she’d prepared for it to be. She’d even go so far as to consider it pleasant. There were those who spoke of sex in the village as pleasurable. She may have spent most of her life hidden away, alone, in a hut with her mother, but she wasn’t deaf. People gossiped.

      After the sex tent Citlani knew sex could be enjoyable. She just didn’t know how to get from where she was…to that again. Did she want to? Did she have a choice? He was her husband now. He wasn’t aware of the sacredness of the sex tent ceremony, but she was. She’d done the very thing to him she’d tried to escape—having the chance to find a Fated mate.

      A tear rolled down her cheek.

      She could make it up to him. Anything he wanted. Every time he wanted to have her body, she would be more than willing. Once they’d found her mother and taken her safely back up the mountain, she’d show him exactly how grateful she was.

      Pulling the blanket around her shoulders, Citlani exhaled slowly. The stress of the last few days had her stomach in knots. On cue, it gurgled angrily reminding her she hadn’t had a full meal in days. That one little date cake she shared had only stirred her belly a little.

      “Lani.”

      She closed her eyes tightly. Why wasn’t he asleep yet?

      “Are you awake?”

      No. Go to sleep.

      Tomás’ backpack rustled as he dug through it. “I have some granola bars in here. You should eat something.”

      She tensed as he scooted across the flat rocky place where she’d chosen to lie down. It protected them from the wind. Fewer trees meant fewer animals considering them as prey, not that any predators on this mountain would make the mistake of hunting a werewolves.

      Citlani jerked at his light touch on her shoulder and sat up straight.

      “Sorry.” He apologized so quickly. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Scared? She wasn’t scared. She just wasn’t used to being touched. Ever. Could he want her again so quickly? She pulled up the hem of her tunic, rose to her knees and reached for the edge of his tunic.

      “What are you doing?” He caught her hand in his.

      Her breath stopped. His grip was tight enough to make her take it seriously, but mostly, she was confused. He’d reached for her and now he didn’t want her? “You want sex. I give it to you.”

      “We just had sex. Why would you think—”

      Her gaze jumped to something cracking in the brush behind him. None of the villagers would think to come this way. Citlani had covered their tracks perfectly.  Then a broad familiar male face came into view in the moonlight—Zolin. Her heart tried to claw its way out of her chest up through her throat.

      How had he known to come this far off the trail?

      The stranger released her wrist, and turned to follow her gaze over his shoulder. “Shit.”

      “You took what wasn’t yours,” Zolin growled, pounding the stick end of his spear against the hard rock. “Citlani was promised.”

      “Look, I didn’t ask for this. She just…” he caught her gaze for a moment begging for back up.

      It wasn’t help she was prepared to give. In fact, every muscle in her body was coiled tightly and ready to flee.

      Her stranger rose, squaring his body off with Zolin. They were an even match and it would be a bloody fight. A fight she didn’t have any intention of waiting around to see if Zolin once again took a claim on her.

      These two could fight it out. Her mother needed her. Nothing would keep her from that mission, and now that Tomás had gotten her this far, she would go the rest of the way on her own before she would go back with Zolin.

      The pissing match got louder and when the next few snarling remarks cut through the midnight air, Citlani slipped across the stream into the shadows.

      It was better this way. She didn’t want anything to do with Zolin.

      She could do this on her own. Maybe.
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      Tomás held up his hands to the advancing warrior.

      Zolin’s grip on the spear was expert. There was no way he could get to his knife in his pack, and even if he could, he wasn’t sure he would win the battle.

      “I told you she was mine,” Zolin growled.

      “To be fair, you never said who it was you’d been promised to.” Tomás juked to one side when Zolin’s spear shot toward him. “Besides, I didn’t know who she was when she came into the tent.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” The big warrior stabbed toward him again.

      He slid out of the way and jumped onto a nearby rock. “If you would put your spear down, then we could talk about this like grown men.”

      “I don’t want to talk.” The translator swept the spear and Tomás jumped over it, back onto the ground.

      With a swift kick, he aimed for one of his hands, and Zolin moved so quickly, he missed.

      The Huichol swooped his spear again, but when he stepped forward, his foot caught on a rock and the spear struck the ground.

      Tomás struck the wooden handle when Zolin was off his balance and the weapon went tumbling. “There. Now, we can—” Tomás was about to bend and pick up the spear when Zolin’s fist connected with his face.

      “I said. I don’t want to talk.” He jumped toward him and caught him around his waist and they both tumbled to the ground.

      They rolled over and over, landing punches, until Zolin’s head smacked against a rock.

      With the wind knocked out of him, the big warrior shook himself, but Tomás had him pinned in a matter of seconds. He had brothers. He was used to this, and he always ended up on top.

      His knees pinned the warrior’s arms. “Will you listen to me? I didn’t know who she was.”

      “No talking.” Zolin struggled beneath him.

      “She just came into the tent and jumped on me, and then said I’d defiled her and I had to run. And look, you’d put some kind of oil all over me and I couldn’t… I didn’t have a choice.”

      With every word, his eyes got bigger and bigger until he finally whipped his legs up and knocked Tomás to the ground. The big Huichol was on top of him like lightning, big hands around his neck. “You had sex with her?” His dark eyes were on fire, his teeth bared, spit splattering from his mouth.

      “You…told…me…to.” Tomás tried to breathe between words, but the hands relaxed just the tiniest bit. “You said it was a tent for sex,” he dragged out.

      Zolin rolled off him and sat on the ground looking at his hands. The jungle was so silent around them, like the animals and the trees waited for the fight to resume.

      “You had sex with her.” He dropped his head.

      Tomás sat up and put his hands on his own throat. The skin ached and his throat burned. “Damn, dude. You could have killed me.”

      “That was the plan.”

      “I had no idea who she was,” he said, trying to keep his tone quiet to match the somber moment. “She didn’t say anything. She just climbed on me and—”

      “You shouldn’t speak of it.” Zolin stared into the dark. His voice dropped like a brick in the night. “She is your wife.”

      Tomás choked on his breath and jumped to his feet. “My what?”

      “Your wife,” he repeated. “You should not speak crudely about your wife.”

      “No.” Tomás backed up until the rock stopped his steps and sat down. “There was no…I mean, all we did was…”

      “You claimed her.” The warrior stood and wiped at his legs. “She claimed you. This is the way the gods,” he made the volcano sign, “would have it.”

      But the reluctance in his voice told Tomás their fight wasn’t over. He recognized that certain kind of hurt that was too deep to put into words. It was the edge under every move Zolin made.

      “I didn’t claim anybody.” He sat on the rock and considered whether he should reach out to offer some sign of friendship.

      Only they weren’t friends. Still, the broken look on the man’s face. He hadn’t stopped staring into the dark since the fight had stopped. Something was knocking around in his head.

      “You did,” Zolin said. “That’s what the sex tent is for.”

      Tomás couldn’t stop the chortle of a laugh that burst out of him. “You said the sex tent was for reading the magick.”

      “Yes, and when you find your mate, you claim her and she is yours.”

      A brave bird began to caw in the distance. In this kind of thick dark, any sound was an announcement. The two men continued to sit in silence, as though they waited for the jungle to join the conversation.

      Tomás fumbled for his backpack and heard one of the straps lap into the stream. He’d forgotten they were so close to the water. It was lucky they hadn’t pushed each other into it, although the cool water wouldn’t have been altogether unwelcome in the muggy night.

      He dug around for his phone. He needed to see what time it was. Maggie would be expecting him to check in with a phone call when he got back to Choaca, but he hadn’t anticipated the detour or the sex tent…or the wife.

      When he found the device, he tried to flip it on, but it wouldn’t light.

      The power button made a little chirping noise when he turned it on, not unlike the brave calling bird. The sound echoed around them.

      “I just need to speak with your village elders.”

      “Yes, I know of your quest.” Zolin’s voice was still low and dark. “And you would have spoken with them if you hadn’t married the Chief’s daughter.”

      “Whoa.” He held up one hand. “How about we stick with defiled?”

      The warrior grunted and went searching for his spear.

      Tomás’ phone filled the small area with light. 1:14. Still several hours before morning light. He shone the light toward where Zolin’s hands finally found his spear.

      “I’ll give her back,” Tomás said. “All I want is information.”

      Only that wasn’t strictly true anymore, and every part of his heart knew it. He wasn’t quite at the let’s fuck in the airplane bathroom mode, but Lani was gorgeous, and mysterious, and most of all, she had asked for his help. She may be a quiet one, but she had hidden depths. He could just tell.

      He turned the light to find her. He needed to see if she’d heard his suggestion that he return her to Zolin. She wouldn’t be too hap…

      Wait. Where is she?

      Tomás flashed the light in the other direction, then toward the stream. Nowhere. He swiped at the phone to get the flashlight to work and shone the beam all around the clearing.

      Nowhere.

      “What are you doing?” Zolin barked. “Turn that off before a predator sees us.”

      “Lani,” Tomás yelled into the jungle. “Lani, where are you?”

      The translator took a step toward where the light shone. “The princess. Where is she?”

      “That’s just it.” He made one more swoop of the area before switching off the flashlight and then his phone. “I think she’s gone.”

      “Gone?” He lifted his spear and walked forward. But Tomás couldn’t see him well. His eyes needed time to adjust to the dark.

      “Wait. Zolin.” He held out his hands. “She’s got to be gone. She asked me to take her to Choaca to find her mother.”

      The big man’s face whipped around and there was a blaze in his eyes that Tomás could see through the dark. “She told you about her mother?”

      “Only that she’d been taken, and that Lani wanted to find her.”

      The warrior crashed through the brush, headed away from the stream, and Tomás dug in his bag for his shoes.

      He slipped them on quickly and then ran after the translator. He hoped the man knew where he was going, because Tomás was flying blind. He wondered for a moment if one of them should shift, but before he could really process the thought, he heard a shimmer, and then the drop of the wooden spear on the ground.

      Then, the howl of Zolin’s wolf.
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      A wolf howl carried through the cool crisp darkness. Citlani’s skin tingled under the filtered light of the moon. Her magick swirled around her, alerting her to the approaching presence of one of her pack. She recognized the angry howl. No amount of covering her tracks would hide her from Zolin’s overbearing possessiveness.

      She leapt down from a large rock and paused, regret stabbing her gut. Had Zolin killed Tomás? He wouldn’t have really killed him…would he? She glanced over her shoulder and frowned. Then she looked back down the side of the mountain. Choaca waited. Her mother needed help. No one else would go.

      If Zolin caught her, she wouldn’t be able to do anything.

      Her husband was a strong man. He would come through this and Zolin wasn’t a murderer. He just wanted…her. Always. The man had been obsessed with her since she’d come of age. She’d lost count of how many times he’d asked her mother for permission to take her as his wife. Zolin had said that her mother saw a ghost from the past in the market and disappeared, but he’d done nothing. And he had the cojones to say her mother gave her to him.

      She looked down the mountain again and sighed. It didn’t matter. Citlani was linked to Tomás. She couldn’t abandon him. What if Zolin had left him wounded and exposed to predators in the jungle? As an outsider, he didn’t know what lived in the trees.

      Citlani darted to her left, through some underbrush, and came out into a small clearing. Her feet drummed a ground-eating pace. She could circle back around to the stream and find Tomás and they could take another path down the mountain. But she had to move fast. Speed would be the only thing that might keep her ahead of Zolin’s wolf.

      Or not.

      Snarls and angry growls from too close behind drove her feet faster. The burning in her lungs and legs was completely forgotten. She dodged his first leap and let an angry snarl tear from her throat, warning him she’d fight.

      He didn’t care.

      A heavy, furry form leapt onto Citlani’s  back, knocking her off balance. Before she hit the ground, she felt the warmth of his magick change around her and instead of fur, bare skin and very male arms encircled her body, cushioning her fall on the stony earth.

      “Get off of me.” She wriggled, but he didn’t release her.

      “You’re still under my protection. What were you thinking running off with a stranger?”

      Citlani kicked and bucked as he stood and hauled her off the ground with him. An arm was locked in a vise grip around her torso, but that didn’t stop her from flinging her head backward. She winced as pain skewered through her skull, but the satisfying crunch and growl of his pain made it worth it. “Put me down! I have a husband. We were joined in the sex tent. You can’t have me.”

      “You ran from your husband,” Zolin roared. “You shame him. You left a stranger in the jungle unprotected.”

      “I was coming back.”

      “You ran.”

      “I have to get my mother back. You’re certainly not going to do it for me.”

      “She said not to come after her. She made me swear to keep you away.”

      “I don’t believe you!” she screamed, kicking again and arching against his grasp.

      He released her body and she whirled to face him. Blood ran from his nose, streaking most of his mouth and chin. He’d heal quickly, but she’d definitely hit home with her headbutt.

      “My mother and I were inseparable. She would never.”

      “The man who she ran from would hunt you too. She said you would be in danger if you ever came down from the mountain again.” Zolin took a step forward and reached.

      “Don’t touch me,” she hissed. Never come down the mountain again? She lived for those trips. Citlani loved the town and its people. The buildings and beautiful things intrigued her. There was so much more to the world than the tiny little village where her mother had run to hide all those years ago. She would stay for her mother. She would do anything for her…anything but stay with a man she had no connection with at all.

      At least with Tomás in the sex tent, there had been a spark. She’d felt interest. She didn’t know what to do with that interest, but it was better than being indifferent. For the first time in her life, she’d felt something.

      “I only wish to fulfill my promise to your mother. She wished you to be bonded and protected. She said it was the only way to keep you safe.”

      “Our magick does not speak when we are together.” Citlani crossed her arms and took a backward step.

      Zolin glanced at the ground and sighed. “With a bond, it would’ve grown together slowly. Fate would’ve blessed my vow to protect you. You would’ve loved me in time. as I already care for you.”

      She dashed to the left, but he reacted faster than she estimated. “No!” Citlani kicked again, clawing at his arm as it tightened around her waist. “Let me go. I have a husband of my own choosing.”

      “You tricked him.”

      Yes, but… there was something.

      “He didn’t bond with you. He has no intention of protecting you from what is coming.”

      Her magick crackled around her. Something was coming. Something was almost here. “Let me go!”

      A terrifying growl tore through the darkness and a flash of yellow eyes emerged from the undergrowth to her right before a body slammed into Zolin, knocking Citlani loose from his hold.

      Tomás was in human form as he tumbled on the ground with Zolin, but his eyes glowed bright, revealing the wolf spirit that lived within every Moonbound man or woman.

      He wouldn’t have come after Zolin if he didn’t want her, right?

      She cringed at the punches being landed. Tomás was smaller than Zolin, but he didn’t seem to be letting that slow him down.

      “How dare you touch her like that!” her husband snarled, and landed a solid uppercut to Zolin’s jaw.

      The big Indian shook his head and then spit blood from his mouth. “You did not bond.” He showed his white teeth and growled from deep in his chest. “She is not protected without a bond.”

      “You leave her alone,” Tomás growled back, crouching, prepared for the next advance.

      Citlani shivered. He wanted her. She’d tricked him, but he wanted her still. Everything was overwhelming. The shouting and growling and punching.

      She’d only wanted to find her mother. She hadn’t considered how permanently her actions would affect her life and the life of another. What she’d done had been utterly selfish and thoughtless.

      A tear ran down her cheek. This whole thing situation was a disaster and it was Zolin’s fault. And her fault.

      He’d abandoned her mother. He didn’t tell her…and still wouldn’t tell her what really happened. She’d made a rash choice without thinking it through. Typical Citlani.

      “There’s  more going on here than either of you can possibly understand.” Zolin lunged. His fist connected with Tomás’s face and sent the younger man sailing into the trunk of a tree.

      Tomás leapt up as if he hadn’t just body-slammed a tree and snarled. His wolf magick was so close to the surface that Citlani could see it shimmering around him. “She is not your concern,” he growled, his voice somewhere between fury and determination.

      He was claiming her?

      There hadn’t been a great rush of magick between them. Fate had not spoken in the sex tent. Perhaps there’d been a whisper of something, but Citlani had acted on her own. Hadn’t she? Or had Fate pushed her to the tent? Was Tomás meant to help her all along?

      Zolin’s eyes flared. “If she’s going to be your concern, you’re going to have to claim her.”

      A mate bond was so much more than a marriage. Sharing souls? She hadn’t planned on that. Ever.

      Citlani didn’t like to touch people, talk to people. Sex had been surprisingly pleasant, but with a mate bond, Tomás would know every deep dark emotion that she kept hidden.

      Her mother had taught her to keep everyone at arms length. It was the only way to be safe. Those were the words she heard the woman say every day for nearly thirty years.

      Marriage and linking herself to a man was unsafe.

      A mate bond made her vulnerable.
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      Tomás breathed through his unsettled, pounding pulse. The big stranger was still staring at him, but it was all he could do to keep the wolf leashed.

      “If she’s going to be your concern, you’re going to have to claim her,” Zolin said.

      Claim her?

      Holy shit. But…holy…shit.

      Whatever glass had been holding the emotions of the night at bay shattered with those words.

      This wasn’t a ceremony anymore. It wasn’t a game.

      This was a woman’s life. And his life. The mate bond was…

      Tomás reached for the words, but they wouldn’t come.

      He’d never been faced with a mate bond before. His father had been preparing him his whole life to recognize it, but he didn’t feel that magick rope in the sex tent. He had felt something. Intense attraction. Desire. Passion. But had it been magick?

      “I don’t want to be bonded.” Lani’s voice was strong and cut through Tomás’ thoughts like the thunk of a cleaver.

      “That settles that.” He crossed his arms and stepped in front of her, glaring at Zolin. “She doesn’t want to be bonded.”

      The big warrior looked around on the ground, kicking at dirt and rocks. The moon filtered his movements, making his anger look more surreal.

      Tomás moved back a step, putting out his arms. “Don’t worry, I won’t let him hurt you.” He turned slightly to catch her in his peripheral vision, and was surprised to see her edging away.

      “He’s not going to hurt me,” she hissed.

      It took a moment for those words to settle in and Tomás found his wolf at the surface again when he caught her meaning. “You think he’ll hurt me?” He scoffed at the searching man. “Let him try. I’ve got brothers.”

      “So does he. And they’re bigger than he is.” Lani continued to take small steps to her right.

      “Where is my spear?” Zolin’s voice was almost a growl.

      Tomás whipped around to face Lani. Every time he saw her, he was almost speechless at her beauty, and the frame of her face with that dark hair, the amber eyes, the cut-glass cheekbones.

      God, she’s gorgeous.

      Wait. What was he just going to say? Was he still high? Fuck. He was still high, wasn’t he?

      With gentle hands, he took her by the shoulders. “Listen to me. I’ll fight him again if I have to. I’ve beaten him once. But he’s not going to lay another finger on you. And we’re going to find your mother. I promise you.”

      Her eyes went molten, like hot lava on a mountainside, and she cocked her head at him, almost in a question. “We?” Lani’s tone was low and hot, and she took the tiniest of steps toward him.

      “Yes. We.” Tomás tried to smile at her, but he just found himself staring into her eyes. They were familiar, like he’d been looking at them his whole life. Was this the magick? Was the passion he felt the magick, as well? Was that what made his blood heat to a burning blaze when he had his hands on her?

      “You’ll help me find my mother?”

      “I promised, didn’t I?” He felt himself leaning into her, almost able to forget the crashing and thudding behind him. Let Zolin get pissed, and let him make a challenge again. Tomás would fight him, and he would win. He could beat anyone at anything in that moment.

      His lips hovered toward hers and she raised her chin just the smallest touch. Tomás took her mouth in a hot kiss and reveled in the soft press of her body against his. He didn’t care if there was another man around; he just wanted to be inside her again.

      Her hands found his and moved his fingers onto her breasts. The gesture surprised Tomás and he leaned back from the kiss to find her eyes again.

      It felt like a dance, this parry of his and response of hers, but something was off about it. Just when he opened his mouth to speak, he felt a strong hand on his wrist and looked down to see Zolin’s dark fingers gripping him. And gripping Lani. All while she held Tomás’ on her breasts.

      He couldn’t move.

      With quick-moving lips, Zolin said, “Chun tú Geallaim mo chroí agus anam go deo.” Then he closed his eyes and repeated, “Chun tú Geallaim mo chroí agus anam go deo.”

      Tomás shook his head and tried to move back, but Zolin held him and Lani in place as an invisible cord wrapped around his body and took his breath. He felt a tightening, a binding, then a releasing.

      They all stepped back, panting hard. The strangest sensation wound its way around his wrists. When Tomás looked down, he saw the sizzle of green that he recognized from his parents’ skin.

      Holy Mary, Mother of God.

      He was bonded.
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      Emotions flooded from Lani, taking Tomás by the throat and cutting off his air. He’d been surprised, but she was terrified. It didn’t show on her face, though, and he tried to breathe through the severity of her fear.

      Zolin whirled away and stalked toward a big rock that cut the clearing in half, towering well over their heads. Still spearless, he’d used the only weapon he had to kneecap Tomás, but he hadn’t engaged in violence.

      “Can he do this?” Tomás held up his wrists and looked at the green pattern on his skin, glistening in the moonlight.

      A grip of terror smacked him, coming from Lani, and he reached for her, but she backed away from him, staring at her own golden skin, and the green swath that cut a path around her wrists.

      “I told you, you have to claim her,” Zolin said, not turning around. He put one big hand on the rock and paused. “You weren’t going to do right by her.”

      “Who says I wasn’t?” Tomás narrowed his eyes. “I just… needed a minute.”

      “Zolin.” Lani’s cry tore through the air. “How could you do this to me?”

      “You already married him. What did you expect?” He climbed the face of the rock, his bare feet pushing him up over the top. “I’ll keep watch while you set her straight, Tomás. Then we can return to the village and complete the ceremony.”

      “Complete the ceremony?” Tomás looked at his…new mate…shit, that was weird. New mate. But the tattoos didn’t lie. He hadn’t been aware that someone else could force a bond. He should’ve been on the lookout for it. But Lani’s response to his kiss had confused him, jumping right into sex, from zero to a hundred in half a second.

      She rolled her eyes. “The sex tent,” she said with a gesture up the mountain.

      “More sex tent?” Tomás choked out. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, you people and your sex tent.”

      “It is what should have happened after we…after I…” She closed her eyes and a flash of guilt crashed into him.

      Her emotions were so…violent. None of them subtle. This emotional bond was going to take some getting used to. His mother used to say something to him about sending emotions to a mate…could he do that with Lani?

      He thought about touching her in comfort, but with Zolin looking down from the rock, he didn’t want to do anything physical until he had more control over himself. Tomás wasn’t totally sure that the drugs had worn off yet. He still couldn’t promise he wouldn’t get an erection just from her looking at him with those golden eyes of hers.

      Instead, he stared at his new mate and tried to push a comforting feeling toward her. Her back stiffened and her head snapped back.

      “What was that?” Lani grabbed at her chest. “What did you just do?”

      “I was trying to comfort you.” He fisted his hands to keep from reaching for her.

      “I don’t need comfort.” She stepped backward, her legs shaking. “I need to find my mother.”

      “You need comfort.” Tomás gentled his voice. “I can feel how frightened you are. You don’t need to be frightened of me.”

      Lani fixed him with a furious glare. “I’m not frightened of you.”

      “Well, then you don’t need to be frightened of Zolin anymore. He can’t hurt you.”

      “I was never afraid of Zolin. He lo—” Another stab of guilt that didn’t show on her face. “He has been trying to get me to bond with him for years.”

      Tomás glanced up at the top of the rock, but the big warrior had moved off, out of sight. The rock was long enough, he could have been only a foot farther than he’d been before, but he wasn’t visible. Tomás had no doubt he was still up there, though. He meant to escort them back.

      “Why wouldn’t you bond with him?”

      She shook her head. “This isn’t helping. You promised me we would find my mother. This should change nothing between us.”

      Tomás choked out a laugh and dropped the pack from his back. “Sure. Bonding is just a phase. It’ll pass.”

      “I don’t care about phases. I care about my mother. The whole purpose of this plan was to—”

      “Force me into helping you. Got it.” He shook his head and tried not to let the regret flood his heart. He couldn’t help it. Whether it was the drugs or the magick or the fatigue, he didn’t know, but between trying to fight off her assault of emotion and his desire for her, he had no defenses remaining.

      Tomás dug in the pack for his bottle of water and took a long swig. But it was full, and the water was sweet, like the water from the spring had been. He looked at the hard plastic and held it up to the moonlight. She must’ve filled it.

      The preparation that had gone into this plan of hers…either she was completely desperate, or crazy. Maybe a little of both.

      Either way, Lani was his mate now. And while he was a tiny bit amazed that he’d landed such a beautiful woman, he couldn’t help the tiny nagging feeling that the reason she’d chosen him was because she knew he’d be easy to discard, being American and a stranger.

      Had she known that he wouldn’t see sex the way Zolin might have? That he wouldn’t see it as claiming? Had she planned to be done with him? Was that where her fear came from?

      Lani stepped toward him and picked up the pack. “No time to waste. It is still eight hours to Choaca.”

      Tomás chuckled. “If you think I’m going to walk another eight hours like this… hell to the no. I was ready to sleep back when we—well, the second time, anyway.”

      Her eyebrows drew together and the deepest wave of sadness he’d ever felt took hold of him, through her. “You’re sad that we… about the sex?”

      The whites of her eyes flashed at him. “Stop feeling me.”

      Her posture was so tight and defensive, Tomás had the strongest urge to wrap his arms around her to calm her. Pushing emotions hadn’t worked. Words hadn’t worked. Maybe touching her would. “I can’t help it, Lani.” He reached for her. “The bond did it, and your emotions are… whoa… I mean, they’re everywhere.”

      Her eyes closed when his skin met hers and the briefest flash of relief came over her. The least powerful thing she’d felt since they bonded.

      Was she relieved at his touch? Or relieved not to be talking about her emotions?

      “I can’t feel yours.”

      “That’s because yours are overwhelming you.” He slid his hand up and down her naked shoulder. “That’s why I tried to calm you.”

      She looked down at his hand. “Now?”

      “Now what?” Tomás continued to stroke her, trying to push more calm into her, but the jumble that tumbled into him sent him stepping back.

      When the contact of their skin broke, she raised her eyebrows in a question he wasn’t sure he understood.

      “You’ll be fine,” he whispered. “We’ll sleep. In the morning, we’ll go and look for your mother and I’ll call my team. Maybe you can even tell me what I need to know.”

      Her hands laced through his and she stepped toward him. He felt a jolt of desire pooled in her stomach, the tiniest of emotions, when she slid his fingers over her nipples. Again, the movement was so strange to him, like a gunshot had started a race without him and he was left at the gate.

      But the desire in her ignited his own, and he squeezed her nipple, watching the look on her face.

      Yet, the emotional response underneath was small in proportion. Tomás squeezed the other nipple between his fingers, through the material of her dress, and waited for the passionate assault. It never came.

      He could distinctly feel the coil of his own desire unfolding in his abdomen, but hers did not respond.

      She reached for the tie of her dress and the material fell over his hands, down the golden perfection of her shoulders.

      “You are so beautiful,” he whispered, letting the dress continue to fall to the ground. Every movement of her body enchanted him. Her breasts bounced just a touch when she stepped back, taking his hand. She pulled him down onto the ground with her and Tomás’ head began to spin again.

      Was it the drugs, making him feel so intensely?

      He latched his lips onto her neck and made to reach between her legs when she flipped him onto his back. He grunted at the hardness of the ground beneath him, and his hands were suddenly full of hers. She brought his fingers back to her breasts again and then guided him quickly inside her, bunching the material of his tunic up on his hips. He opened his mouth to voice his shock, but the hot, wet slide of her pussy around him took his breath.

      Tomás kneaded her breasts, and watched for her desire to spread. She was wet enough. Lani began to ride him and he was suddenly too aware of his surroundings. There was no feeling at all. No emotion. Just raw sex.

      He reached down and stilled her hips. “Lani.”

      She opened her eyes and glared at him, fear crawling between them. “Am I doing it wrong?”

      “God, Lani. No.” He sat up and put his arms around her, pulling her into his chest. “You’re perfect.”

      She put her hands on his pecs and pushed him backwards. But this time, he was ready for the move and held tight to her.

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Tomás met her eyes and tried to calm his desire enough that he could sense what was going on inside that pretty head of hers. “I want to know why you do that.”

      “What?” She squirmed against him, discomfort rising to meet his curiosity.

      “Why you shut down your emotions whenever I touch you.”

      One graceful eyebrow arched, and she shook her head. “I don’t shut anything down.”

      “But you’re not feeling…anything.” A wave of his own frustration pushed at him, and he hoped she couldn’t feel it, but he saw it land when she stiffened her back against his hands.

      “I am doing sex on you.” Her words were so wooden, so emotionless, it struck him full in the chest.

      Tomás opened his mouth to speak, but he couldn’t make words. He relaxed his hands around her and leaned back. “Is that what you think I want?”

      “That’s what men want, isn’t it?”

      And the final knife twist. He reached for her dress and put it in her hands, pushing her to her feet. “I wasn’t trying to have sex with you when I touched you, Lani.”

      “You weren’t?”

      “Maybe we should just get some sleep. These drugs you gave me, or Zolin gave me, or whatever… I can’t think straight anymore. And all your emotions. Can we just…” He got up and brushed the dirt from his clothing. “I’m going to go sleep over here, and you sleep over there, and we’re going to sleep all this off and make some clear-headed decisions in the morning.” Tomás dug around in his pack and found the blanket. “You take this. I think the cold will do me some good.”

      Her confusion wasn’t as overwhelming as her fear had been, but he couldn’t put two thoughts together with all this feelings swirling around him. He needed sleep and space and…a lot of fucking tequila.

      They would get to Choaca the next day and he’d call Maggie. Or his mother. Or his father. Or someone who could explain what in the hell was going on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      Citlani opened her eyes. Morning had arrived and it was time to get moving again. She slid carefully out from under the blanket, leaving Tomás to sleep a few extra minutes. She’d tried to sleep away from him, but she’d tossed and turned, unable to calm herself during the night. Not until she’d moved to sleep next to Tomás had her brain finally shut down for a few hours.

      Zolin had no right to link her to this stranger for her whole life. Sex and being married was manageable, but bonding meant he could feel her. Her mother had told her never to bond. Never to give a man so much control over her life. Now this stranger could look inside her soul, find her from anywhere in the world, and it was taking everything she had to mentally hold back the mudslide of magick that was trying to invade her mind from his.

      It was too much.

      He was asleep now. The waves of magick trying to meld with her thoughts were quiet for now. She sighed and sank to her knees next to the small campfire a few feet away from him. Zolin must’ve started it this morning.

      She glanced up at the big rock where he’d spent the night. But he wasn’t there. A heartbeat across the clearing drew her focus. The big warrior was approaching, with two rabbits hanging from his belt.

      He dropped them at her feet and turned away.

      “Why did you stay?”

      Zolin sat and leaned against the big rock. His eyes were dark, but they weren’t angry anymore. “I promised your mother I would look after you.”

      “He is bonded to me,” she growled. “You made that choice for us. You don’t need to stay.” She rubbed the green tattoos that wound knotted double bracelets around both her wrists.

      “I will get you safely back to the village.”

      Citlani frowned, pulled her knife from the sheath on her calf and began to clean the rabbits. A little meat in the belly would make the long hike they had ahead of them go much smoother. The last place she intended to go was back to the village. Tomás had said he’d help her. She just hoped her mate would follow through on his promise. Zolin was more than a little intimidating.

      She’d finished skinning the rabbits and had them sizzling on a spit over the fire before Tomás stirred beneath her blanket. She glanced over her shoulder as he stretched and groaned.

      “Damn I miss beds.” He rolled toward her and met her gaze. “But that food goes a long way toward making up for it. Smells good.”

      Citlani smiled, pride filling her chest. She might not know how to handle this thing growing between them, but at least she could satisfy his basic needs. Sex. Food. Maybe there could be more eventually. Maybe when the boulder of magick pushing down on her soul eased up. When was that going to happen? She wasn’t sure she could keep it out much longer. But the idea of being able to exchange emotions made her stomach flip flop.

      She closed her eyes and focused on her mother’s face. Finding her was the only task at hand.

      “You’re scared again.” Tomás spoke softly as he sat up. He moved to sit next to her and reached to touch her arm.

      Remembering that her retreat had made him feel rejected before, she didn’t move. His fingers grazed her skin, leaving a trail of fire as they went, that shot straight to her core. She liked his touch, enjoyed it even, but at the same time, it made her want to run and hide. How could she want something and be terrified of it at the same time?

      He pulled his hand away and frowned.

      Her heart sank. She couldn’t bring herself to let his emotions inside, but he had no trouble feeling hers.

      “One step at a time, yes?” Tomás turned the skewer the rabbits were on and rolled his neck back and forth, cracking vertebrae loudly. “I really do miss beds.”

      “Mats are not that much better than the ground. Just cleaner.”

      A chuckle rolled from her mate’s chest, and the sound eased some of the tension building within her. Perhaps being near him while he slept had pulled them closer than she’d intended.

      Still, she planned to sleep next to him again. Once he was asleep, she could lie with him without him ever knowing. The pull that yanked at her soul was only pacified by his nearness.

      Citlani had felt the same calm when in the presence of her mother, but not to this degree. Being near Tomás was different. The feeling was much stronger. So much more intense.

      “The food is ready. Please eat, we should start before the sun gets much higher.” She pulled the rabbit off the fire and laid it on a flat rock next to Tomás. Then pulled the second rabbit down and carried it to Zolin. “Thank you for the food.”

      He took the skewer and nodded.

      She retreated back to the fireside and sat across from Tomás as he tore pieces of the roasted rabbit from the spit.

      “Sit with me,” he patted the ground next to him. “You need to eat, too.”

      She shook her head and he narrowed his eyes. “Explain, Lani.”

      “I eat when you finish.”

      “Well, I’m not from here and I want you to eat with me.” He ripped off a large piece and handed it to her. “Eat. Then we go to Choaca.”

      It wasn’t custom, but he had a point. He was an outsider. Perhaps their women ate with them. She smiled and took a bite of the rabbit, wondering what else might be different with a mate like Tomás.

      “You are going back to the village,” Zolin growled, stomping from his place by the large rock and crouching beside the campfire. “This one needs to speak to the elders, and you can’t go to Choaca. It’s not safe.”

      “She’s my mate, thanks to you. I promised to help her find her mother and that’s what we’re going to do.”

      Zolin’s eyes flashed gold and he snarled.

      Citlani sucked in a quick breath and edged around the campfire closer to Tomás.

      “Look, I’m perfectly capable of protecting her. I have friends that can help locate her mother. Everything is going to be fine.”

      “No. You do not understand. Citlani cannot return to Choaca. She cannot leave the mountain. Ever.”

      Ever? Was he touched by the gods? The man was making no sense. Why couldn’t she go to Choaca? Or leave the mountain?

      Tomás stood and Zolin did too, towering over her mate. Tomás wasn’t a small man, but Zolin was a giant. The two men stepped away from her and she remained, quiet and forgotten beside the fire.

      The men in the village always tried to speak away from the women, thinking they wouldn’t hear, but when quiet surrounded a conversation words always traveled. Especially when the listening ears belonged to a wolf.

      “Citlani’s mother was not of our tribe, originally. The chief took her in nearly thirty summers ago. She was pregnant by a monster and had no family. The man who took her seven days ago, he is the same monster. She said he would torture Citlani if he found her. His heart is blacker than demons from hell.” Zolin spat at the ground and said a short verse to the sun god. “She made me swear to never let her daughter leave the mountain again. Then she ran.”

      Air caught in her chest and wouldn’t budge. In or out.

      Zolin knew much more about what was going on than he’d revealed previously.

      She jumped to her feet and stormed over to both of them. “She ran!” Citlani shoved Zolin’s arm and snarled, sucking in a deep breath. “So she wasn’t taken? You lied.” Her voice rose and she screamed. “You abandoned her to be caught by a monster.”

      “Lani,” Tomás spoke gently, reaching for her.

      Citlani shook and moaned. Sweat beaded on her forehead as she tried to sort through everything. Her mother had run? Had left her? Told Zolin to hide her from what…who?
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      Tomás focused all his calm on his mate. He could feel her resisting him, but he didn’t have time to give her all his attention. The broody warrior was padding from foot to foot in front of him, watching Lani like he intended to grab her and run.

      “Why in the hell did you lie to her?” Tomás growled at him.

      “This is not your concern.” Zolin’s shoulders dropped and his chest puffed out. “I was given an order by the chief’s wife. My only choice was to follow it.”

      “Wait.” Tomás’ mind spun. Thirty years. Zolin had said Citlani’s mother came thirty years ago. Pregnant by a monster.

      That meant she wasn’t the chief’s real daughter?

      But…no.

      He took his mate by the shoulders and focused on her face. Molten eyes. Sharp, angular features. How could he have missed this? She looked just like them. Marco DiSanti. Elise Blanchard.

      “Your father,” he whispered. “Is the chief your father?”

      Lani swiped at her wet cheeks, her anger abating slightly. “Not by birth. But he claimed me as his own.”

      “We do not speak of it. She has been made one of us. Children of the volcano.” Zolin made the volcano god sign again and swiped his face to one side.

      Tomás dropped his hands and turned on the camp. He darted to his pack and dug for his phone. The battery was running low, and there was no service. Zolin had warned him, there would be no amenities once they left Choaca.

      But he needed to talk to Maggie. Immediately.

      “What are you doing?” Lani’s voice seemed to have picked up a touch of his calm, but he’d lost his.

      He stuffed the blanket into his pack, grabbed his water bottle, shoved his phone in the front pocket of the satchel, and took Lani by the hand.

      “We’re going to Choaca. Come with us, or don’t. But she’s my mate now and I say, we’re leaving.” Tomás ignored Zolin’s roar and ran down the mountain.

      At first, Lani’s emotions were swirling and unfocused, but the farther they ran, the more driven she was.

      She dropped his hand and ran in front of him. “This way.” She pointed off to their right. Soon, they’d left the denser forest and were on something of a worn path.

      They ran for what felt like forever, but the trail just continued to wind its way down the mountain. Tomás’ lungs burned and his feet hurt, but he felt clear-headed for the first time in more than a day.

      He had to get to a place with cell service, and then he needed to call Maggie and get the whole team to Choaca. Fast.

      The man who had impregnated Marco’s mother and Elise’s mother had also fathered Lani. The monster Zolin spoke of was the same man who had run a brothel of kidnapped werewolves. Were the men of this little Huichol village the same men from the mountains who had promised to bring down vengeance?

      He and Alex and some of the others had been visiting villages in the mountains for weeks, looking for a place where there werewolves. But there were more wolves in the mountains of Jalisco than they’d all expected, and it hadn’t been easy to find wolves who knew anything about a statue and a book in Guadalajara—which was more than 100 miles away.

      Tomás smacked his forehead and stopped his progress. How could he have been so stupid?

      He rested his hands on his knees and bent over, panting. His father would’ve seen the resemblance right away.

      “What is wrong?” Lani’s breath came quickly, too. “We are still hours from Choaca.”

      “I need a minute.” He shook his head.

      “Why?” Her features were so open, so innocent. There were things about her he already found endearing, but this was becoming his favorite. She genuinely didn’t understand him, and it was adorable.

      He took her face between his hands and stared into her eyes. Into the same eyes that he’d seen on Marco for the thirteen years he’d been going to the Vegas strip to check in on him.

      Tomás had been only eighteen himself when he’d seen the unbonded wolf for the first time. Marco’s mother had notified Tomás’ father—as the Vegas pack alpha—that her son had begun to shift, and Tomás had been the one tasked with watching him.

      He hadn’t actually met Marco until a month ago, when they’d first discovered the connection between him and another unbonded wolf in New Orleans. But he had been watching Marco for years.

      How could he have missed the similarities?

      Tomás ran a thumb over Lani’s cheekbone. “I don’t think I can explain it to you.”

      “But your emotions are strong.” She gazed at him, earnestly. “Does this mean you want sex again?”

      He forced a breath out between tight lips. Whatever village women had taught her to watch for signs of men wanting sex…they’d really done a number on Lani. Then again, having a mother who’d been raised as a prostitute obviously had also created something in her he didn’t understand.

      “I don’t need sex right now, Lani.” Tomás continued to slide his fingers along her face. “I just want to stand like this.”

      “But you are aroused.” She put her hand on top of his. “I can feel it now, you remember.”

      A small smile took his lips and he wound his fingers through hers. “I can be aroused, and not need to have sex with you.”

      Inside her, he could feel the tiniest coil of desire begin to unwind. She liked touching him, too, it seemed. But he needed to show her the emotional side of their relationship was just as important as the physical. Especially now that he was learning more about her and where she’d learned her patterns. Why she was who she was.

      He pressed his lips to the soft underside of her wrist, just where the bonded tattoos were.

      She sucked in a breath and the desire in her grew more powerful.

      But he didn’t indulge it.

      “Why would you want to be aroused and not have sex?” Her voice was breathy, and he would’ve known she was turned on, even if he couldn’t feel her.

      He liked knowing he could make her feel desire. Even if it was small. Unfamiliar.

      He wanted her to want him more.

      Tomás dropped his tone and pinned her eyes with his. “I will always be aroused around you.”

      Her lips parted and her breath came more quickly. “You will?”

      “I will.” Tomás took her hand and placed it over his heart, holding it there while his pulse pounded. “You are beautiful and sexy. And…you’re mine now. That will always turn me on.”

      Tomás had to breathe for a moment while his desire grew. He didn’t want to make this about sex, and he didn’t want to jump-start whatever process made her take over and climb on him. He wanted her to feel her emotions. And his. “But that doesn’t mean I need sex.” He let his breath calm and touched her cheek again. “Otherwise, we would be having sex all the time.”

      “And you don’t want that?”

      He had to chuckle at the thought. If someone had asked him, a month ago, whether he would ever turn down sex with someone as hot as Lani, he would’ve told them to go straight to hell. But there was something about her.

      “I want you to want it, too,” he found himself saying. There was something frightening about being that honest, but between the mate bond and Lani’s beauty, he wasn’t thinking straight any longer.

      Crashing steps behind them made Tomás pull Lani into his side. He steeled himself for another fight with Zolin. But he’d made up his mind. They were going to Choaca, and they needed to get back on the road.

      The big warrior was at least human this time, and hadn’t opted to track them down as his wolf. Although, he’d known where they were going. It shouldn’t require much in the way of tracking.

      “Zolin,” Tomás said, holding out a hand, “Just leave us alone. We’re going to Choaca and I’m not going to listen—”

      “I know,” he panted. “You’re going to need my help.”

      Tomás arched his neck and backed up closer to Lani, wanting to feel her more solidly behind him. “What brought that on?”

      “I can see that you are determined. But you are only one man. You cannot stand up to a monster on your own.”

      He allowed himself a smile as he thought of the other members of his team. Maggie, Niko, Alex… as soon as he could get word to them, they would come as well. “I won’t have to, but I’m happy for the additional help. As long as that’s really what you’re going to do.”

      A pained look crossed Zolin’s features, and he looked over Tomás’ shoulder. “She is not mine any longer. You were right to say that.”

      “I’ll protect Lani.”

      “We both will,” Zolin said, offering his hand.

      “I don’t need protection,” she insisted from behind him and Tomás grinned. She probably didn’t.

      “You will from this man.” Zolin pointed down the mountain. “Once you are within a mile of him, he’ll be able to sense your presence.”

      A big, heavy thud landed in his stomach and Tomás sighed. Why hadn’t he thought of that? When he was close enough to his father, the man could track him down to a breath.

      “That’s why her mother didn’t want her leaving the mountain.” Tomás nodded. “Once she knew where the man was.”

      Zolin mirrored the gesture. “You will need help to defeat this man.”

      He touched the pack that hung on his other side. His phone. He needed to call Maggie. He had to get his team on their way. Tomás pulled the cell out of the pack.

      Still no service.

      He’d have to run with the phone in his hand and try to find the first available bar. “Come on.” With his other hand, he took ahold of Lani. “We have to get to Choaca.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      Citlani ran, slowing her pace only enough to allow Tomás to keep up. He’d stopped a few hours ago and changed into his regular clothes. Why, she had no idea. They looked uncomfortable and the boots looked like rocks. His pace had slowed considerably since putting them on, but he refused to enter Choaca in the tunic.

      She had to remind herself he wasn’t one of them. He was from a totally different world. Did that mean she’d leave her home?

      Citlani paused as they entered a clearing. The city of Choaca lay before them in the valley, spreading its fingers across the land and all along the coast. This view was amazing, but the idea of never seeing it again made her sad. She’d spent her whole life on this mountain.

      Now she had a mate. A mate that probably didn’t want to stay.

      She shook her head and wiped her eyes. There was no time for those feelings.

      She couldn’t feel her mother yet. Or they weren’t close enough to the city. Or her mother wasn’t in the city any more. Citlani choked back the fear clawing at her insides.

      “Lani,” Tomás whispered before laying his hands on her shoulders.

      She tensed, but didn’t pull away. His touch soothed her. Calmed a pain she carried around deep inside. She wasn’t ready to lower the floodgates and feel him like he did with her. But it was coming. Citlani could feel it pushing at the wall she’d erected, patiently eroding her doubts and fears.

      “We’re going to find her.” He pulled a square black box from his pocket and held it up in the air. He’d called it a phone, and said he was looking for bars—whatever that meant.

      “Does it see bars?”

      “No, not yet. We have to get closer. Can you feel anything?”

      “No. I remember what being near my mother is like, but I can’t feel that. And there is so much from you I’m keeping out. If I reach for something else, all of that will pour into me and drown me.”

      Tomás rubbed her arm and tugged her backward against his chest. “Breathe in deeply. I promise it won’t hurt, Lani. But you need to do this. If the man who took your mother gets the drop on us before my friends get here, we could be in serious trouble.”

      “It’s too much. I’m not good with new.”

      “You’re good with me.”

      “I pretend to know what I’m doing. I don’t know anything except what the women teach me. What you want is too much.”

      He nuzzled the side of her neck. His warmth breath made her skin tingle. She wanted…something. His emotions pushed harder, squeezing through her barrier. Comfort seeped into her, coating her soul.

      “Better?”

      She nodded.

      “I promise you won’t drown.”

      Citlani wasn’t sure about that, but something in the magick swirling between them convinced her he was telling the truth. They were bonded. He’d promised to help her. Why couldn’t she just trust that?

      “I’ll try.”

      The rush that followed nearly put her on her knees. Magick swirled around her and through her entire being. Tomás’ emotions filled up that empty place in her soul that had always ached.

      He completed her, but there was still so much more she didn’t understand about life about relationships. Her mother had taught her to fear intimacy, but Tomás embraced it.

      Feelings of acceptance and love washed over her. He didn’t even know her and he was all the way in.

      Willing to help her do anything she needed.

      She gasped a breath in and out. In and out.

      He was still behind her. Still holding her. It was overwhelming to feel so much, but she wasn’t alone. She’d never be alone again.

      Tomás—being married, having a mate—was so much more than she could’ve imagined.
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      The sky across the ocean reminded Tomás of a mural painting. Pinks and purples, blues, oranges. They’d come to the last rise on the edge of the city and the lights from the taller buildings lit up the coast like the Vegas strip.

      He wanted to stand there and enjoy it with Lani—preferably without Zolin breathing down everyone’s neck. But they weren’t free to do that.

      Tomás needed the Huichol to help him stand up to Lani’s father. They would have to confront the man, there was no doubt about it. He just wished they could’ve done it with her in Timbuktu, instead of the lion’s den.

      “We’ll go to the market first,” Zolin said from behind them. “It will be closed, but if I must, I can shift in one of the dark corners.”

      “Let’s hope it won’t come to that.” He took Lani’s hand and pulled her down the hill, toward a turnabout that turned into a street. “As soon as we find out whether her mother is here, I’d like to get her out of Choaca.”

      It wasn’t safe.

      “I have wondered if he might have taken her mother back to Guadalajara,” Zolin said. “Since that’s where you said this brothel was.”

      Tomás’ insides roiled. He hadn’t been certain he should tell Zolin or Lani about what they’d found in Guadalajara, but the walk down the mountain had been so long, and he’d run out of excuses not to.

      The thought of what might’ve happened if Lani’s mother hadn’t escaped… Tomás couldn’t stop rolling it over in his mind.

      “Do you feel anything?” Zolin asked.

      Lani shook her head. This time, when Tomás took her hand, she didn’t pull away, and walked beside him all the way into the street. They hadn’t walked more than a few feet past the first building when his phone began to buzz.

      With a little squeal, she jumped. “Is it bars?” She looked across his body at his phone with wide eyes.

      He glanced at the little window that popped up. Missed calls and voicemails from Maggie Gallagher. He swiped at the screen and went to listen.

      “Call me right away. Alex found the men of the mountains.” Maggie sounded out of breath. Her next three messages were all more than a minute long. Should he call her back? Listen to the messages?

      “Is it bars?” Lani asked again.

      “It is.” He deleted the first of Maggie’s messages and tapped on the next one. Alex Sureda’s tone was clipped and angry in place of Maggie. They’d found the men in the Ascaro hills. Something about a kidnapped girl in the mountain tribes. He couldn’t make it out, with what sounded like the constant flap of wind across the words.

      Lani pulled on his arm. “What is it?”

      “My friend called and left a message, but I can’t understand it.” He touched the next line.

      Alex again. More garbled talk about little girls and checking in and coming down from the mountain.

      “Can you tell them to meet us so we can search for my mother?” Lani asked.

      “Just let me listen to the last message.” He selected the most recent voicemail. Only forty minutes ago.

      “Tomás, call me right now.” Maggie’s voice wavered, though the call was clear. “You should’ve checked in hours ago. Alex said you were meeting your guide in Choaca, but... Adrian. He’s there. We’re worried you might’ve run into him. He owns a hotel on the beach. A tourist resort called the Puerto Villa. If you get this message, meet us there. Otherwise, we’re coming up the mountain after you.”

      A lump formed in Tomás’ throat as Lani’s wide amber eyes stared at him, expectantly.

      Her father. The monster. He was in Choaca.

      “What about the Puerto Villa?” Lani asked in Spanish.

      Tomás realized for the first time that Maggie had been speaking English, so Lani couldn’t understand her. Thank God.

      He shook his head. “Nothing.”

      Zolin grabbed Tomás by the shoulder and yanked him backward. “Your face is ashen. She told you something. What did she say?”

      “Nothing,” he repeated. But he was at an impasse. He couldn’t take Lani to the Puerto Villa, or even get near the place, in case her father could sense her. But he also couldn’t convince her that they could find her mother elsewhere.

      Maggie wouldn’t have known about Lani’s mother, and he couldn’t think of a convincing lie. But he had to get her out of Choaca as soon as possible.

      “You’re lying.” Lani touched his chest, just above his heart. “I can feel your deception, you forget.” She pushed on him with just the slightest touch. “What about the Puerto Villa?”

      “I told you, it’s nothing. It’s just where my team will be. But I’ll call them and have them meet us up here.” He hit call back on Maggie’s message and the phone rang twice before she picked up.

      “Tomás? Gods, where have you been?”

      He looked at his mate, walking just ahead of him, and rolled his eyes. “You don’t want to know.”

      “I’ve been trying to reach you for hours. Here. Hang on. Alex wants to talk to you.” A shuffle of the phone and the gruff voice of the Miami pack enforcer came on the line.

      “My battery’s low. Where are you?”

      “Tomás? We thought something had happened.” he said in Spanish.

      “I’m fine. I told Maggie, it’s a long story,” he answered in Spanish. “Can you tell me what’s going on? Where are you?” He covered one ear. “It sounds like you’re in a wind tunnel.

      “Smashed out one of the rental’s windows.” Alex grunted. “Long story. Where are you?”

      “Choaca. When can you meet me?” He reached for his mate as her pace increased. Her fear was mounting. She must’ve felt his uncertainty, because she was more unsettled than she had been. He had to calm her.

      “We’re almost there. Maggie was in Zamora and I picked her up on my way. Did she tell you we found him?”

      “I got the message.” Tomás slowed his steps, hoping for a little distance away from Lani.

      Alex’s tone lowered into a growl. “I found a girl in the mountains. She lived the first nine years of her life in Guadalajara with a man named Mr. Rossi. A man from Ameca dropped her with this tribe after Rossi abandoned her and told them to keep her always with them. Never to let her come down off the mountain, because the man might find her.”

      Tomás’ insides clenched and released. “A familiar story.”

      “You found one?”

      “Sort of.”

      Another growl from the enforcer. His anger built in wordless rumbles as the whipping wind howled behind him. “He was grooming her.”

      The bottom dropped out of Tomás’ stomach and he fixed his eyes on Lani. Nine years old. She was only a child. Anger began to bubble up from inside him. “I don’t want to know,” he managed, clenching his jaw. “What’s the plan now? Do we call Rain?”

      “I already did.” A tense pause with an animalistic hiss. “I wanted to kill the guy. But Rain said…the alphas said…we have to proceed with the plan.”

      “We’re going to capture Adrian?” Tomás’ heart flipped and Lani perked up, turning her head to catch his eye. Was she reading his emotions now?

      Dammit. He was going to have to watch himself.

      “Capture. Not kill.”

      “How long until you get here?”

      Alex and Maggie conferred under the howl of the wind again and Tomás reached for his mate. She didn’t draw away from him, and he pulled her into his side, cradling her as they walked, trying to calm her. But her heart was racing out of control.

      “Maggie says it will be maybe half an hour. The rest of the team is all on their way. We haven’t been able to reach Niko yet, but he’s so far east, we’ll have to start planning without him.”

      Planning. Tomás hugged Lani tighter into his side and pushed calming thoughts toward her. She needed to slow her heart rate. For his sake, as much as hers.

      “Then you’ll come to me?”

      “No, I want you to meet us at the hotel. Adrian owns it. It’s called the Puerto—”

      He cut him off. “Yeah, I know. I got Maggie’s message.”

      “Do you know where it is?” Alex asked.

      “There’s something I have to do first. I’ll meet you alone…” Tomás felt the rush of Lani’s heartbeat again. “Wait.”

      He glanced down at his feet and stopped. They had been walking nearly the whole time he was on the phone, and were farther into the city than he realized. He could only see the tops of the trees that had produced them. “Stop.”

      “What?” Alex asked.

      “Not you.” He pulled the phone away from his ear. “Lani. Stop.”

      But she kept walking. Tomás turned to yell at Zolin to follow her, but the big man had stopped to pick at something between his toes. He was hunkered down on the dusty street with his foot in the air.

      “Zolin,” Tomás called. “Can you get Lani? I’m trying to—” When he turned back to point at his mate, he saw only an empty street.

      “Who’s Zolin?” Alex asked. Loudly. Only Tomás didn’t have the phone up to his ear anymore. And they’d been speaking in Spanish. Shit.

      Lani had heard the whole conversation.

      He whirled in a circle. “Lani!” But there was no answer.

      “Who the hell is Lani?” Alex’s voice carried out into the open street, but Tomás had lost all sense of what was happening. He yelled her name again and still heard no response.

      Silence and city noise and nothing.

      She was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      Citlani dashed toward the street catching a signpost with her hand to yank herself to a quick stop. A large mechanic creature, a car her mom had called them, whirred past her at a breakneck pace.  Dozens of them filled the streets. Their smell burned her nostrils and she dashed down the sidewalk, looking for a way across.

      The tug of magick was growing with every step. Her mother was at that hotel and Tomás wasn’t going to take her. Not only could she feel his fear as he spoke with the man on the phone more, he’d forgotten he was speaking in Spanish. She’d heard everything. Her mom was at a hotel called Puerto Villa.

      A man riding a small contraption pulling a wagon of sorts stopped just ahead of her. The passenger in the wagon got out and handed several pieces of paper to the rider who’d been pulling him around.

      She swung Tomás’ bag off her shoulder and dug inside it for the wallet she knew was there. When he’d gotten dressed earlier she’d seen him put it back. She fiddled with it until she found several pieces of paper that looked similar to what the rider had been given by the other man.

      “Sir?” she called out in Spanish.

      The rider glanced at her and cocked his head to the side.

      “Can you take me to the Puerto Villa?”

      “Like that?” His eyes traveled from her head to her feet and back up to her head.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you have money?”

      She waved two pieces of paper from Tomás’ wallet in front of her.

      The rider shrugged. “Come on then.” He patted the wagon seat.

      “Thank you.” Citlani climbed into the contraption and took a deep breath as another car whirred past, leaving a trail of burning smelly air in it’s wake.

      A few seconds later, they were weaving through the traffic and Citlani breathed a little easier, though the nagging feeling that Tomás was right on her heels didn’t fade. She had to stay ahead of him, or he wouldn’t let her find her mother. Not that she could hide for long. The bond would allow him to track her. But, she still wasn’t about to go hide somewhere and let others do her fighting for her.

      She could fight. She was Moonbound. She was a wolf.

      The tug of her mother’s magick was growing stronger, but so was something else. Another pull Citlani had never felt before crawled through her chest and wrapped itself around her heart. It wasn’t Tomás. The bond was completely different. Still, there was a bond there. One she didn’t recognize.

      The rider pulled to a stop in front of one of the largest buildings she’d ever seen. White columns taller than trees supported a roof of stone. It was whiter than the clouds in the sky and there were people everywhere. And none of them were dressed like her.

      Citlani handed the paper money to the rider and climbed out of the wagon, shouldering Tomás’ bag and taking a deep breath of his scent for encouragement. It was strange that she missed him, wanted him near her, even. She’d never felt like that about anyone but her mother before.

      “Good luck,” the rider called as he abandoned her on the drive of the main entrance to the hotel. A few men in dark blue shirts standing beside a counter stared at her. One gave her a leering grin and rubbed his crotch suggestively.

      Animal.

      She made a wide arc around the men and slipped through the self-opening, sliding doors. How did the doors see me? Citlani looked around for a person controlling them, but no one appeared to be paying her any attention at all.

      The floor of the hotel was smooth white stone and cold. The air was freezing compared to the air outside. She rubbed her arms and padded through the large room.

      “Ma’am? Can I help you?” A woman behind a counter called out.

      Lani glanced toward her and shook her head. She didn’t need anyone else in her business. She’d just find her mother and get out of this place, find Tomás and figure things out after that.

      He was angry and terrified at the same time and closing in quickly.

      She needed to hurry.

      “I’m fine.” She waved off the woman and padded down a long hallway, following some people. They pressed a small circle on the wall and it lit up like the screen on Tomás’ phone had.

      Everything was so strange. She didn’t understand how anything worked. How was she ever going to find her mother?

      Two large metal doors opened up and the people stepped into a small enclosed box. Her chest tightened and a chill ran down her spine. Why would they put themselves in a tiny box?

      “Are you getting on?” One of the people asked.

      She shook her head and dashed away, back into the larger main area of the hotel. Her mother was close. She could feel her, but that was all. Where did she need to go from here?

      A tear ran down her cheek.

      “Lani!” Tomás came barreling through the sliding hotel doors.

      [image: ]

      Tomás ran across the sunny lobby, calling her name. He could feel her near, and there was the smallest rush of relief. Had she just found her mother?

      He bypassed the staring woman at one of the large check-in desks. Lani wouldn’t know to stop there. She would’ve gone straight for her mother.

      Zolin’s bare feet smacked on the floor behind him. Two wild-looking men—even with Tomás clothed in jeans and a t-shirt—would be just as noticeable as a half-naked woman.

      His lungs ached, but he couldn’t stop running. He had to find Lani.

      Tomás looked toward the elevator bank and saw her, frozen in place, staring at him, crying and shaking her head slowly from side to side. He couldn’t have cared less if she wanted him to follow her or find her. He’d found her. That was all that mattered.

      “Why did you do that?” he called to her in Spanish.

      Upscale tourists in their travel-best gaped at him and whispered, but he didn’t stop.

      He wanted to get his hands on her.

      “Don’t,” she whispered with her arms out.

      Before Lani could speak another word, Tomás had grabbed her shoulders and folded her into his desperate embrace. “Don’t ever run away like that again.” His heartbeat sailed wildly, and he wasn’t sure if he was feeding off her, or still just afraid the monster would find her. “You don’t know the city, but he does. You aren’t safe here. I’m sorry I brought you. This is all my fault.”

      “I need to find her.” Her voice cracked through her tears.

      Zolin reached out from over Lani’s shoulder, but he drew his hand back and clenched his jaw. “We should not be here.”

      “I can feel her near. I just need to…I don’t know how to get to where she is.” Lani looked up at the gilded ceiling and tried to pull back, but Tomás held her too tight for escape.

      He wasn’t about to let that happen again.

      “Is she up somewhere?” he asked, following her gaze.

      “Somewhere. I don’t know where.” She extended her hand, as though something floated just beyond her eyes. “But I have to get to her.”

      A small group of hissing tourists crowded toward the elevator bank, keeping fluttering eyes on them.

      Tomás moved Lani toward the far elevator and met Zolin’s eyes. “We have to get her out of here.”

      The big warrior nodded. “If her mother is here, and this place is owned by the monster, that means he will be here as well. It is not safe for her.”

      Tomás pushed a bit of calm toward Lani, but she resisted and pushed back. The deep blackness of her terror grabbed him by the heart and practically stopped his function. He choked on thin air. “What is that?” he gasped.

      Her cheeks were wet as she looked up at him. “I don’t know. I can’t control my feelings. It’s like there’s chaos inside me.”

      Zolin punched at Tomás’ arm. “It’s him. The monster. He knows she’s here.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “I have to find my mother.” Lani wrenched out of his grasp. “Either you’re going to help me, or you’re in my way.”

      She shuddered and he felt another gust of whirling emotion inside her. This time, it didn’t quite incapacitate him, but it was a force. If this was a parent bond being used against a child, the man was an adept. Even just being connected to Lani, he could barely escape feeling crushed by the weight of oppressive magick.

      “He knows you’re here, Lani. He has to.”

      The elevator dinged and a crowd of people streamed around them, smelling of the beach and expensive shops. They might be able to lose themselves in a crowd somewhere. Maybe go to a mall.

      He needed a plan.

      “Where are the people coming from?” she asked, pointing. “Those are different people than the ones who just got in there.”

      “It’s an elevator,” he said.

      A woman walked past them, sliding into the little box, and casting a judgmental glance down at Lani’s bare feet.

      Tomás pulled at her arm. “Come away from there.”

      “What does the elevator do?”

      “It takes people up and down to the different floors.” He pulled her farther into the wall, out of the traffic pattern. If they made too much more commotion, someone would report them, and who knew if Adrian Rossi had spies in the hotel who might know what Lani looked like.

      Wait.

      He grabbed Zolin’s arm. “Tell me what her mother said. When she saw the man in the market. What exactly did she say? Her exact words.”

      With a tiny shake of his head, the Huichol said, “It happened too fast. I can’t remember her exact words.”

      “Did she say why he would capture them? What he wanted?”

      “No. Only that he was dangerous and I shouldn’t ever bring Citlani here again.”

      Tomás exhaled into Lani’s hair. “Why didn’t I hear that before?” He pulled out his phone and dialed Maggie. “He’s not after her mother, or why would she still be alive.”

      He wanted Lani.

      Maggie’s heavy breath greeted him when she answered. He could hear a crowd in the background. “We’re almost at the hotel. Where are you?”

      “We’re here.”

      “Who’s we?” Maggie asked. “Did Andrea get there already? Or Dani?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      He heard Maggie’s words echoing from the phone and from across the large space behind him. “I’m sure there’ll be time for long stories someday.”

      Tomás turned and felt a small surge of relief course through him when he saw Maggie’s pixie-cut head and Alex’s wife-beater tank top. He could’ve kissed them both.

      Maggie jogged toward the elevator bank, but slowed considerably when she saw what likely amounted to two barefoot, half-naked strangers. Either that, or she recognized what Tomás should have seen when he first laid eyes on Lani. Maybe she saw an echo of Marco in those eyes.

      “Is this the long story?” Maggie raised an eyebrow.

      He let out an edgy laugh. “You can’t even begin to imagine.”

      “Shit.” Alex grabbed at his wrist and held it up for Maggie to see. “What the hell, man?”

      Maggie’s eyes rounded and she stared at the green tattoos. Her eyes went immediately to Lani’s wrists, and her jaw went slack.

      “I said it’s a long story.” Tomás yanked his hand away and rubbed at the new, knotty tattoos.

      “Whatever you say, Rain.” The jab in her last word reminded him of the hours they’d all spent making fun of their old team leader ducking into the airplane bathroom or an abandoned alley to have hurried sex with his mate. But now that Tomás had felt the pull of the bond, he couldn’t make fun of Rain any longer.

      A chuckle from Alex, a skeptical glance from Maggie, and none of it bothered him. He just wanted Lani to be safe.

      “Alejandro Sureda, Maggie Gallagher.” He indicated each of his friends to Lani. “They’re from my team.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Maggie extended a hand. Lani raised an eyebrow and Tomás touched Maggie’s arm.

      “Hang on,” he said. “Let me translate. Lani doesn’t speak English.”

      “No need,” Maggie said with a smile to Alex. “I know more than twenty words of Spanish now. Learning on the job.” She offered the same handshake and said in halting Spanish, “Good to meet you.

      “Can you find my mother?” The desperation in Lani’s voice caught everyone’s attention.

      Zolin grunted. “A woman? We do not need help from more women.”

      Maggie’s jaw dropped open and she gave the warrior an oh really glare. “And who is this big hunk of asshole?”

      Alex stepped out of the way when a couple of teenagers let out disgusted sighs. Another group filed past them into the elevator.

      “Why are we all gathered in here staring at elevators?” Alex asked. “Isn’t this the one place he’s the most likely to see us?”

      “Do we even know he’s looking?” Tomás said.

      Alex indicated the front doors with his head. “Let’s at least move this to a place where we don’t have an audience.”

      Maggie led them out of the alcove, but Tomás had a hard time dragging Lani away. She tried planting her feet, then clawing at his arms, but he wasn’t relenting. He wasn’t going to let her out of his sight again.

      Zolin lagged behind, keeping his distance from the new people.

      “Now. Are you going to tell us what’s going on?” Maggie crossed her arms. “You could have prepared me for this one.”

      “Lani’s mother was one of the girls...” Tomás lowered his voice, “from the brothel, I think.”

      “What the hell?” Alex rubbed his jaw. “Up in the mountain tribes?”

      “Tomás said he would help me find her.” Lani stepped toward Maggie. “He said you would help me find her. But now he tries to take me away from here, when I can feel that she is here.”

      “But there’s a wrinkle.” He smiled at a big blue-coated bellhop who passed them and stopped until the man was out of earshot. “Adrian must have her mother, or she wouldn’t be here, when she was trying to run from him. So he must’ve caught her, which likely means he’s holding her here hoping that Lani will come looking for him.”

      “Why would he do that?” Maggie asked.

      But Tomás saw the truth land on Alex’s face. The Miami wolf cursed below his breath and gazed at Lani with glassy eyes. “She’s his daughter.” He poked Maggie with his elbow. “See the features. She’s Marco’s sister.”

      Lani pointed back at the elevators. “I felt her the strongest when I was in that place with the tiny moving rooms.”

      “She doesn’t know what an elevator is?” Maggie’s brow arched. “Really?”

      “She was raised by the Huichol, up in the mountains.” Tomás rubbed Lani’s bare arm, feeling a chill run across her skin. “She probably doesn’t know any of this.”

      Maggie slung the pack off her back and dug through it. She pulled out a tablet and swiped a few times. “If I know hotel owners, then I’m going to guess that he probably has her in a highly secured area, which means penthouse level.” She kept swiping. “The elevators are floor-specific and key-card operated. Only certain elevators can get to the penthouse level, and they’re all accessed from here, or the parking garage level.”

      Zolin walked around the circle and stood behind Maggie, looking over her shoulder. When she sensed him, she turned her head and Tomás could almost see her hackles rising.

      “Do you mind?” The bite in her tone would have felled a lesser man.

      “I never mind.” Zolin crossed his arms. “I want to know what you are doing.”

      She grunted, like that was the stupidest question ever. “Getting us into the penthouses, genius.”

      “Take it easy on him, Mag,” Tomás whispered, avoiding the Huichol’s gaze. He wouldn’t like the interference, but they didn’t have time for fifty shades of angry flirting. They needed a plan, so Tomás could get Lani far away from this place.

      “I’ve been working in the car on hacking the system.” Maggie turned the pad so Tomás could see it. The screen had a square on it that looked like a QR code, all different sized blocks of black that formed an intricate, scan-able pattern.

      “I can’t actually make a card. But if the reader operates the way I think it should, I can at least get us into the elevator.” She nodded at Lani. “Can she find her mom from there?”

      Lani perked up. A shard of hope cascaded through her and it was the first time Tomás had felt any peace from her since they’d entered Choaca.

      He let out a long breath through his nose. “Fine. But understand me. The first whiff we get of Adrian Rossi, and I’m pulling her out of there.”

      “Fine.” Maggie took off for the elevator bank.

      Tomás slipped his hand into Lani’s cold one and pulled her along behind Alex. If they were lucky, Adrian was out in the city somewhere and they could bust out Lani’s mom before he returned.

      He didn’t want to imagine what would happen if they weren’t…lucky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      Citlani followed Tomás and the spritely female toward the tiny moving rooms—elevators. Zolin and Tomás pushed her into the back corner and stood in front of her. She peered between them and watched the tiny woman with a brightly lit device in her hand fiddle with something on the wall of the room. A couple of strangers tried to get on the elevator with them and the big man Tomás had called Alex had told them to ‘catch the next one.’ The doors slid shut and the room shook.

      She grabbed Tomás arm. “The volcano is shaking the earth. If she wakes we will die.”

      Tomás covered her hand with his. “It’s just a machine. No volcano. I promise.”

      “Is she for real?” The one called Maggie glanced over her shoulder with a look of disbelief.

      “She is very real.” Zolin leaned down until he was at eye level with Maggie. “And neither of us has ever seen this kind of machine before. What moves it?”

      “There’s no time for schooling the natives on the inner workings of elevators,” Alex growled. “Maggie, what’re we looking at once the doors open?”

      Maggie smirked as Zolin straightened to his full height and faced Alex, a growl rumbling in his chest. “Cameras show two guards on the top penthouse level.”

      “Get out of my face and stay out of my way. Why are you even here?” Alex said.

      Lani sucked in a breath. No one spoke to Zolin in such a disrespectful manner and remained standing for long, especially when they were smaller. And most people were smaller than Zolin, Alex was not an exception. He was taller than Tomás, but the big tribesman still dwarfed him as well.

      “I am here to help Citlani. If you speak rudely of my princess again, I will not be, as you say ‘in your face.’ Your face will be firmly pressed between my foot and this floor.”

      “Zolin, he’s here to help,” Tomás said, inching himself toward the standoff.

      Lani tightened her grip on his arm and pulled him back. “Do you want your head under his foot instead?” she hissed.

      “Geeez, testosterone much guys.” Maggie made a gagging sound and turned around to fiddle with the buttons on the wall again. A blue light flashed on the screen and she held her tablet to the light. “Alex, you take the one on the left. Zolin, big guy, you take the ugly fucker on the right. Got it? Good.”

      A bell rang and the doors opened. Alex and Zolin surged out and each disappeared from view.

      Lani held her breath and squeezed Tomás’ arm. Pain surged into her mind and she whimpered at the overwhelming flood. She’d put walls up years ago to block the emotional pain her mother was constantly troubled by. But this was different. This pain was fresh and the bond between them was weakening…fading. They needed to hurry.

      A couple of growls and then two very large thuds echoed from outside the elevator.

      “Come on out,” Alex’s voice called. “They’re down.”

      Tomás grabbed Lani and followed Maggie into the quiet hallway. Two large guards lay on the floor, one on each side of the open elevator doors.

      “Lets find her mom, find that sonofabitch, and get the fuck out of here.”

      “She’s there.” Lani pointed to a large door on the other side of the hallway.

      Tomás rushed toward it and laid his ear against the wood.

      “How many heartbeats?” Maggie asked.

      “Only one. It’s weak.”

      “She’s hurt,” Lani cried, running toward him.

      He held his hand up to stop her.

      She paused, sobs racking her body. His emotions swirled through her mind, mixing with the chaos filtering through her bond with her mother. She was safe with Tomás and his friends. They were helping her. Even Zolin was doing everything in his power to assist when he’d much rather take her back up the mountain and hide her away forever.

      That wasn’t how she wanted to live. Not like her mother. She couldn’t stay there forever. She wanted to be with Tomás—wherever he wanted to be. Wherever his home was, that would be her home. But she needed to make sure her mother was safe. Zolin and the chief would make sure she stayed that way.

      “Are you sure there’s only one heartbeat?” Citlani gasped for air. Each breath was harder and harder. Something was reaching inside and strangling her from within.

      “Move, outsider.” Zolin roared and charged the door. It splintered around him. Alex and Maggie followed. Tomas ran to Lani’s side and lifted her from the ground. “I need to get you out of here.”

      “No,” she hissed. “You promised.”

      He glanced at the splintered doorframe and then at the elevator behind him. The choice to honor her wishes warred in his heart and reflected in his eyes and mind.

      She took a deep breath and pushed herself down from his arms. “I have to.”

      He nodded. Taking her hand, Tomás led her through into the home of the man who’d stolen her mother—now for a second time. A wave of pain slammed into her chest, but she kept walking, pushing it back the best she could.

      “Mama!” Her mother was on her knees in the corner of the enormous living space. Chains on her wrists shackled her to the floor. Blood dripped down her face from open wounds. Her tunic was stained with dried blood.

      Lani tried to wrench free, but her mate’s vise-grip didn’t relent. She pulled him forward and he moved cautiously, his gaze swinging from one side of the room to another.

      “No one is here,” she whispered.

      “They’re close,” Tomás whispered.

      Alex cursed under his breath behind them.

      Zolin passed Lani and went directly to her mother’s side. He yanked on the chain, pulling against the anchor in the floor. The links clanked loudly and Lani’s mother growled.

      “How dare you let her come here,” she hissed. “You promised me.”

      “Mama, I couldn’t leave you. How could you think I would leave you?” She knelt and tucked a ratty lock of her mother’s hair from her face.

      “Your daughter mated a stranger to escape my protection.”

      Her mother’s gaze fell to Citlani’s arms. “You gave yourself to a man? How could you? After everything that happened to me. I told you never to bond yourself to a man. It makes you weak.” Her mother snarled and gold flashed in her eyes. “You need to go. He’s almost here. He will kill me and take you to his island and kill you or worse.” She glanced past Citlani to Tomás and the others. “You’re all idiots. I’m bait. Couldn’t you see that? Get her out of here.”

      “Island?” Alex asked.

      Tears burned Citlani’s eyes and she wiped them away with the side of her arm. She drew her knife and cut the ropes binding her mother’s ankles.

      Zolin and Alex pulled on the chains, but they didn’t budge.

      “Stop trying to save me. Get her out of here!”

      “Ma’am, we are hunting the man who’s holding you,” Alex said. “If you have information about him, we need you, too.”

      “The only information you need to know is that he will do anything to get what he believes belongs to him. My daughter and I are possessions, just like all the others. It’s Guadalajara all over again, except he’s learned from his mistakes.” She yanked the chain out of Zolin and Alex’s hands. “Take my daughter and run! Now!”

      “He’s coming,” Tomás shouted. “I can feel him through Lani’s bond.”

      The sensation of the air in her lungs being squeezed out started again. She stood and clung to her mate’s arm. “The d-d-doors,” Lani gasped out her last bit of air, pointing to the elevator at the back of the room.

      No warning. No arrival bell. The doors slid open and a big, dark-haired man walked into the room.

      He raised a metallic object and aimed it at her mother.

      Lani lunged as he shot. Fire slashed through her shoulder and she opened her mouth to scream, but no air meant no voice.

      [image: ]

      Tomás seemed to see his entire life in the moments that passed as he watched Lani fall. Warmth sprayed across his body and he had to look down at his splattered shirt to know it was blood.

      His mate’s blood.

      A roar tore from his throat and he jumped at the giant man whose face carried echoes of Lani. His shoulder landed in the soft flesh of Adrian’s stomach and another shot fired behind him while they tumbled to the floor.

      The gun knocked against the ground and slid across the slick wood. Adrian growled and flipped Tomás onto his back. He landed a punch in his gut, then both sides of his face.

      Tomás punched back in fury, gripping the psycho with his legs and pitching them both forward.

      “Tomás!” Maggie’s voice rang out. “Move.”

      He rolled off Lani’s father and two gunshots split the air nearly at the same time.

      Adrian’s body jerked as bullets struck him, but he immediately pushed himself to his knees and let out another growl. “Juarez! Willis! Get in here.”

      “Your lackeys are dead.” Maggie aimed her gun, holding it with two hands and staring at him with wide, angry eyes. “You are at our mercy.”

      Adrian wiped blood from his mouth and spat. “I am at no one’s mercy, let alone yours, you filthy whore.”

      “Does anyone have handcuffs?” Alex held the other gun and looked around the room.

      Tomás shook his head, crawling toward Lani.

      Zolin was crouched on the ground beside her.

      Tomás’ face throbbed and he could only see well out of one eye, but he had to get to  his mate.

      “I have a pair in the car.” Maggie nodded at Tomás and handed her gun to him.

      The large revolver felt heavy in his hands, but he pointed it at a panting Adrian, nonetheless, while Maggie rifled through drawers.

      “There has to be something here we can use.”

      “What do you think, she-wolf?” Adrian wiped at his mouth again. “You think you’re going to take me down? I am a god here. No one will allow you past the front desk.”

      Tomás reached out to Lani. She was breathing, and Zolin was helping her up, but she had her eye on the chained woman in the corner. Her mother.

      They’d found her.

      “We never said it had to be alive,” Alex growled, advancing on Adrian.

      “Everyone, shut up.” Maggie walked toward the monster, pinning him with an angry gaze. “You must have the keys to those shackles.” She pointed to the corner. “Where are they?”

      The whites of his eyes flashed in a psychotic laugh. “You think that freeing her will do anything?” Adrian made to stand, but Alex clicked off the safety on his gun.

      “You just try to move,” he said. “I’m happy to tell my father that I had to put a bullet between your eyes. And don’t think I’ll miss.”

      Maggie stepped on Adrian’s ass and forced him down onto the floor. She dug around in his pockets and pulled out the keys, which she threw to Zolin. “Unlock her chains and let’s get her the hell out of here.”

      She kept her foot on Adrian, pinning him on the ground. His teeth ground and something crawled across Tomás’ skin like a slimy memory. But he couldn’t latch on to exactly what had bothered him.

      “Don’t worry,” Maggie sneered. “We’re going to put the chains to good use.”

      A loud click sounded and Lani’s mother collapsed to the floor.

      Zolin dropped the keys and picked her up, settling her into a nearby chair. His hands grazed places on her limbs that had been injured. “She needs a healer,” he said. “Some of these wounds could take her life.”

      Adrian chuckled deep in his throat and the ground nearly shook with the force of his laughter as it grew. “You will never get her out of this building, either. My gua—” He bit his lip. “You will have been seen breaking in to my room.”

      Tomás kept his gun trained on Adrian and crossed in front of Alex, on his way to Lani’s mother. He reached out to his mate, trying to send comfort .

      They had him. They would soon all be safe together, on their way back up the mountain.

      “Can you carry her—” he began, but Zolin had hoisted Lani’s mother into his arms in one swift movement before Tomás could continue. “Right. Of course you can.”

      “Wait.” Maggie stepped down on Adrian’s ass again. She was enjoying this. “If his guards are watching us, then we can’t go out the front.” She turned to the elevator and left Adrian wriggling on the floor.

      “Careful, Mag,” Alex said, his eyes narrowing. “You don’t know what he might have in here to protect himself, and there are only so many guns.”

      Adrian’s eyes shifted around the room and something jumped inside Tomás. He knew where he’d seen that look before. It was the same one Lani got just before she was about to pull something. He opened his mouth to speak when a voice echoed in the hallway. He and Alex both turned at once.

      Three large men in black suits came barreling through the door, guns raised and shouting in Spanish.

      Tomás lunged at one of them and Alex at the other two. He could feel the push of adrenaline surge through him as he dispensed with the guard in quick order. The guard wasn’t a wolf, and the man had gone down without any problem.

      Lani’s scream tore through the air and caught Tomás by the throat. A shimmer of magick followed and Tomás whipped around, running toward Lani.

      But he looked on helplessly as Zolin lay crumpled on the floor in front of Lani and her mother, a large black wolf chewing on Zolin’s neck and shaking his rag doll body while two women wailed in horror.
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      “Get out of there!” Tomás yelled, running for his mate with his heartbeat racing.

      Lani scrambled away from the feasting wolf, dragging her mother behind the chair.

      Maggie’s wolf shimmered not a second later and jumped at Adrian’s wolf, but he flashed his teeth and tore into her shoulder. She yelped and yipped back at him. With one snap of his thick neck, he threw her across the room.

      Tomás reached Lani, gripping her wrists and pulling her into his body. She was sobbing and shaking, clutching at her mother and at him, and screaming Zolin’s name. But the large warrior lay in the middle of the light wood floor, his blood forming a small lake between all of the fighters.

      Adrian’s wolf fixed his glowing eyes on the corner of the room near the shackles. Tomás got to his feet, holding out the gun and screaming. “You stay back or I’ll kill you.”

      The wolf’s ears bent back and it crouched, then lunged.

      Tomás pulled the trigger, but the animal kept coming. Shards of pain ripped through him as the wolf’s teeth tore into his arm. The force of the bite shocked him and the leverage of the wolf’s jaw knocked him across the room. He slid through the pool of Zolin’s blood and knocked into the man’s lifeless body.

      A howl loosed itself from Tomás’ throat and he was on the edge of shifting when he heard Alex shout. “Look out, Lani!”

      Two loud gunshots bounced through the room and the wolf yelped.

      Tomás jumped up, ignoring the pain in his arm, and raised the gun, only it wasn’t there. He must have dropped it when Adrian had tried to rip his arm off.

      Alex was on his feet walking toward the wolf, firing off shot after shot into the big body. Each bullet landed and the wolf yowled, but did not drop. When he started clicking the trigger, Alex yelled for the other gun.

      Tomás wasn’t sure where it was. But it didn’t matter. He had to get to Lani.

      Adrian’s wolf let out a low moan and collapsed to the floor. Tomás reached for Lani and circled his good arm around her.

      Alex ran to Zolin and then followed the blood trail up to Tomás. The look of disgust on his face hit nuclear levels when his eyes landed on Maggie. She was crumpled in the corner, her throat similarly slashed, but she was still in her wolf form, and whimpering.

      “She’s alive.” He ran across the room and slid beside her, running his hands over her body. “Tomás, help me. She’s still alive.”

      Tomás stood, pulling Lani up with him, and avoiding Zolin’s blood as his mate whimpered beside him. The pain inside her swelled so quickly, Tomás had to calm himself before he could work on calming her.

      She felt responsible.

      He deposited her next to Alex and knelt in front of her, holding her cheek in his good hand with a groan. His other arm just wasn’t usable at the moment. “This is not your fault, Lani. Do you hear me?”

      “But…” she sobbed. “Zolin. He’s…”

      “Yes, he’s gone.” He hugged her to his chest and held her there as long as he dared. His arm was bleeding and throbbing and he needed to get himself and Maggie to a hospital. “But it was not you who killed him. It was the bastard.”

      “Maggie,” Alex whispered, getting close to the long, graceful snout of her wolf. “Maggie, can you hear me?”

      The wolf whimpered and flicked out her tongue.

      “I need you to shift back so we can take you to the hospital.” He whipped his head around. “Tomás, get me that blanket. Let’s cover her up so she can shift.”

      “She’s too injured,” Tomás argued, holding Lani close. “We need to wait and let her wolf heal her. Besides, how will we ever get her past the front desk? Let alone whatever security is there?”

      “You’re right. Dammit, you’re right.” Alex slid his hand along Maggie’s cinnamon-colored fur, avoiding the gaping wound on her neck.

      A shimmer of magick sounded through the room and they all looked around to see the source. But before they could quite place what’d happened, a flash of naked skin moved across Tomás’ peripheral vision. He looked up from Maggie at the wail of Lani’s mother.

      Over near the other corner of the room, the elevator door opened and Adrian stood in front of it with his hand on a big white pad that lit on the wall. He was naked and bloody, with holes in his body, and he sagged against the door, but in his other hand, he had Lani’s mother.

      “Mama!” Lani screamed.

      Tomás lunged toward the elevator, but before he could reach into the door, it had closed, with Adrian and his captive inside. He stood, panting, in front of the silver door.

      “No!” Lani’s wail tore through him like a machete. She scrambled across the floor and clawed at the elevator door beside him.

      Tomás pounded on it and yelled, but nothing would make it open.

      The door was smooth and held together despite their efforts.

      “What the hell?” Alex’s voice, full of incredulity, was low and dark. Angry. He came to stand on Tomás’ other side.

      Lani sank to her knees, pounding one last time on the door. “No,” she cried. “No, no. Please. No.”

      Tomás knelt, pulling her against him so she could pound on his chest instead. Better anger at him than at herself. He could handle it.

      “How in the hell did that happen?” Alex fixed his eyes on the floor. “I shot him… so many times. How did he survive?”

      “He has my mother. We have to go after him.” She pulled back and pinned Tomás with angry eyes. “We can’t leave her with him.”

      “We won’t.” He glanced over at Maggie, who was trying to stand. He nodded at Alex. “Help her. We should get out of here.”

      “We can’t leave like this.” Alex gestured at Tomás. “You’re covered in blood. Lani’s covered in blood. We’ve all been injured. He may not have wolves for his security, so who knows if they know his secret—and he sure doesn’t have cameras in here—but how are we going to explain the dead security guards?”

      Tomás shook his head. He couldn’t take it all in. Everything had happened so fast, and Lani was practically in shreds. They had to find a way to get out of that room and get Maggie to a hospital.

      He sighed and leaned against the door, taking his sobbing mate with him. His eyes landed on Zolin. The large warrior lay sprawled in his own blood, his gaze wide and angry and fixed on some point far away, where it would never land. Maggie was practically at death’s door. Tomás and Lani had both been injured, and for what? To capture Adrian?

      The ball of rage that bubbled inside him was so hot and grew so fast, it threatened to overtake him. But suddenly, he felt a small press of comfort oozing through him. Lani.

      She was trying to send emotions to him.

      His arm itched and throbbed as it healed, and he tried to wrap it around her. It wasn’t quite so useless as it had been. Pictures flooded his mind—the flashes of what had just happened in this room. The one thing he had never considered was they would have to get away. How would they ever get past the security guards without alerting the police?

      “She’s healing,” Alex said. He had his hands on Maggie’s coat. “It’s taking time, but I can see the blood stopping.”

      “Will she make it?” Tomás couldn’t bring himself to meet his teammate’s eyes, and he buried his face in Lani’s neck when Alex answered ‘yes.’

      This had been such a disaster. Running into an uncontrollable situation. He wasn’t typically this impulsive. They’d let themselves get carried away.

      “We will find your mother,” he whispered into Lani’s ear, through the thick curtain of her hair. He just wanted to bury himself in her and never let go. Every part of his body hurt or bled, but he could imagine the bliss of Lani’s body comforting him in a heartbroken way—the way other men sought solace in the bottom of a bottle. He would seek solace in Lani. And she in him.

      She sighed against him and shook her head. “We must get you to a healer. And your friend.” Lani sniffed. “I know where he is taking my mother. We will find her.”

      Tomás levered himself to his feet, pulling her up with him. “The island?”

      “This island your mother spoke of,” Alex said from the opposite corner of the room. “She insinuated… I mean, she said…”

      “I heard it, too.” He stretched his back and leaned against the wall next to the elevator. His body was exhausted. He needed a shower. He needed sleep.

      Tomás needed Lani.

      “Does that mean…Is he taking her?”

      “We might as well say it out loud,” Lani’s voice cut through the room, strong, stark and loud. “This brothel you say he started in Guadalajara. He has one in Choaca, on this island, and that’s where he’s taking my mother.”

      “Given how wounded he was, and given the fact that we are waiting in his home with guns, I’d say that’s a fair bet.” Alex stroked Maggie’s fur with a sad droop to his eyes. “Even if only two of us left can fight.”

      “I don’t feel him trying to choke you,” Tomás said, pulling Lani back so he could look into her eyes. “Do you feel him?”

      “I don’t know what I feel anymore.” She closed her eyes. “Too much feeling, and I’m numb.”

      He pushed off the wall. “At least, for now, you’re safe.”

      “Come and help me,” Alex said. “We really should get her to a bed and let her shift. This wound is pretty bad.”

      Tomás and Lani stepped away from the elevator just as an electric whirring noise came from it. The doors slid open and everyone’s breath caught. But the silence that had become so precious was cut when Lani’s yelp rent the air.

      The bloodied, scarred, lifeless body of her mother slid out of the elevator and lodged itself in the open door, preventing it from closing. The entire inside of the elevator was covered in splattered blood and pieces of flesh, and on the mirror in the back was a giant, bloody handprint, right in the middle.

      The handprint of a sadistic murderer, and the only family Lani had left in the world.
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      Tomás let the nurse wrap his arm for the second time, but he kept Lani in his hospital bed, curled up against his side.

      She’d been almost catatonic since they’d found her mother in the elevator, and he kept trying to minimize his own pain so she wouldn’t be bombarded with every hard thing in the world at one time.

      When they’d all had to climb into that elevator, with Zolin’s body and her mother’s body, and ride down to the midnight-dark parking garage, Lani had almost crawled inside herself to get away from the emotion and Tomás had resolved to just hold her and keep her close. Not ask more than she could handle.

      He just wanted to take back the last two days.

      If Tomás could rewind time, to before she’d come to him in the sex tent, he could’ve convinced her to stay in the village with Zolin and to stay the hell away from him. He’d  brought nothing but pain to her since they met.

      Tomás winced as they secured the bandage. The kind-eyed nurse patted his leg when she finished.

      “You’ll heal. She,” she said, pointing to Lani, “won’t need stitches, but I should change her dressing as well, before you’re discharged.”

      “Thank you.” He glanced down at his mate. The gunshot had grazed her arm and healed just enough that they could pass it off as having been the same mad dog. As long as no one thought too long and hard about why a dog that practically tore out Maggie’s throat and tried to bite off Tomás’ arm only took a small nip at Lani before running away. So far, no one seemed suspicious.

      “This dog, who attacked you, it seems like a dangerous animal. I hope someone catches it, or it disappears into the mountains.”

      “I’m sure the police will be on the lookout.” Tomás turned up the corners of his mouth and Lani stirred beside him. Her insides were still empty and her eyes hollow.

      Adrian’s suit pants that Tomás had stolen from his closet itched like wool, and the shirt was too big in the chest. It felt like a betrayal to be wearing this man’s clothing, but there’d been no choice. His had been soaked in blood. So had Lani’s.

      It was the first time he’d seen her in a real dress. Adrian’s closets had been full of strange clothing. The blue silk dress was far too big for her, but it looked bohemian enough, she could pass it off as her own. It brought out the golden flecks in her eyes. Those sad eyes.

      “My friend?” Tomás called after the nurse just as she left his curtained-off room. “The woman who came in with us. Can I see her now?”

      “The doctor is just finishing with her.” The nurse drew heavy eyebrows together. “She was the worst of the three of you. But she does appear to be recovering. We gave her a room and she will need to rest tonight.”

      “Can we see her before she sleeps?” Tomás shifted his legs off the side of the hospital bed and Lani plopped down onto the space he’d vacated. “I just want to make sure she’s okay, with my own eyes.”

      “You can. She has a visitor right now, but you can go in, as long as she remains stable.” The nurse held up a finger and wagged it at him. “Don’t you go upsetting her, now. She’s been through quite a trauma.”

      “We all have.” Tomás swallowed and walked around the bed, taking Lani’s hands and pulling her to her feet.

      She still didn’t speak, and he still didn’t push.

      “She’s just this way.” The nurse led them through the bustling row of curtains, and the noise level ratcheted up with the influx of more people. Their little corner had been quiet enough, minus the occasional rustle of emergency room intake, but as they got closer to the nerve center, Lani’s attention began to perk up.

      He held her closer, feeling for any signs of emotion or pain, but there was still nothing. Shock, Tomás was certain. But even when she’d been getting stitched up by the nurses, she wasn’t feeling any pain.

      A little numbness could be a good thing. Too much, and he was afraid she might never recover. But he’d never lost his mother, so he couldn’t say what he would’ve done in her place.

      The nurse deposited them in a small, sparse room, where Maggie lay almost flat on the hospital bed.

      Alex sat at her side, with both Maggie’s and Tomás’ packs at his feet. He waited for the nurse to give instructions and vacate, and then he bounded up to close the door behind Tomás and Lani. “It’s done.” He returned to his seat and clasped his hands over his mouth.

      “Where are they?” Tomás asked.

      “In the rental car.” He held up the ring of keys they’d taken from Adrian at the penthouse. “I tried to get back up to the penthouse after we finally let the elevator door close, but you need a keycard and I couldn’t get Maggie’s thing to work again. I don’t know what else these open, but it’s not the elevator.”

      “So what are we going to do about the dead guards?”

      Alex shrugged. “Hope they don’t have us on camera and let the police sort it out.” He barked out a laugh. “Maybe they’ll put Adrian in jail.”

      Maggie groaned and shook her head. “You obviously haven’t spent much time in Mexico. Money greases the wheels around here.”

      “Hey, you should rest.” He reached for her and rested his hand on the edge of the bed, his eyes going dark. “You’ve done enough.”

      “But none of you can do what I can do.” Her laugh sounded chunky, like a cold engine trying to turn over. “Why don’t you get me my tablet?”

      Alex raised his eyebrows and Tomás nodded. The tablet was reluctantly handed over, and her fingers went to work.

      “How’s the princess?” Alex’s voice was dark and low. None of them had spoken to or about Lani since they got in that elevator.

      While Alex had cleaned up Maggie and gotten her into a dress, Tomás had done the same for Lani, and with the new clothes and new mission, it’d almost seemed possible to leave the grisly scene behind them.

      Except for the fact that they’d had to ride that elevator with the dead bodies of the two people Lani had been the closest to in all the world.

      No one had wanted to touch the subject, and Tomás didn’t blame them.

      “I don’t know, honestly.” Tomás took the chair beside Alex and pulled Lani into his lap. “She isn’t feeling anything. I mean, nothing.”

      Alex nodded, pulling his lips together in a tight line. He blew out a breath. “Do you think she’ll make the trip back up the mountain?”

      “She’ll be fine.” Tomás repeated the mantra he’d been saying to himself for hours.

      She will be fine.

      “She will.” Maggie croaked from the bed. “She’s in shock, but she’ll be fine.”

      But they didn’t know Lani. They hadn’t seen the way she’d blocked off her emotions, kept from feeling. They didn’t know how she’d been imprisoned with her mother for years and kept from men and the world.

      She was resilient enough to survive thirty years of emotional battles, but the bloody end of that battle…would it make her retreat? Or emerge?

      “I think if we can make the travois at the edge of the mountain, Alex and I can pull it, and Lani can walk beside us.”

      “What about me?” Maggie asked, looking over the edge of her tablet.

      “You’re staying in the hospital.” Alex’s voice was firm. “You almost died, Mag. I’m not going to take you up a mountain.”

      “I’m going with you.” She matched the assurance in his tone. “I’ve jumped off bridges, Alex. I’m not afraid of a little pain.”

      The Cuban wolf shook his head. “Someone has to wait for the rest of the team. We’ll be out of communication when we’re up by the volcano.”

      The room was silent for a long moment and Tomás felt a tiny movement in Lani’s emotion.

      She raised her hand and made the sign her people used to mark their devotion to the god who lived in the volcano. When her wrist popped, she looked up at it, surprised, almost as if she’d been unaware that she made the gesture at all.

      Emotion caught in his throat and he tried to tamp it down, but he couldn’t. He was full of so much relief that they had escaped with her in tact, he didn’t care how long it took for her to feel again. He was just grateful she was alive and with him.

      Tomás took her hand out of the air and kissed it.

      She snuggled into his chest and the faintest glow of warmth lit inside her. It wasn’t nameable, and it wasn’t big, but it was there.

      “I don’t want to be the one who waits.” Maggie’s voice was improving every time she used it, and Tomás smiled at her.

      “Then be the one who works.” He kissed Lani’s hand again and she threaded her fingers through his, resting on his shoulder.

      Maggie’s mouth quirked up at one corner. “You two are aligned against me.”

      Alex dug around in Maggie’s pack and pulled out something black and square. Her phone? It was giant, almost as big as her tablet. The screen read a number from North Carolina, where it was about dawn-o’clock.

      “Is this Rain?” Alex handed the phone across the bed.

      Maggie raised an eyebrow and answered the phone. Her features relaxed. “He’s calling from a secure line.”

      She paused, listening for a long moment, then answered, “I’ll tell them. We’ll check in when the rest of the team is here.”

      “I’d called him yesterday when I figured out there was a part of the hotel’s security system that had bypassed the others.” She turned her tablet so they could see a grid of camera views that rotated back and forth. “See what’s missing on this grid?”

      Both Alex and Tomás watched the cameras for a long moment as they cycled through the different views of the hotel. Then, each one went back to its first position. Alex scoffed.

      “The Penthouse.”

      Maggie nodded and turned the tablet back to herself. “The Penthouse, the hallway, the secret entrance.” She moved her fingers around. “My guess is, there’s a phantom system hidden somewhere behind this one, where he has a private security person who monitors them.”

      “That’s why only three guards came after him. And no police.”

      “And no police,” Alex finished with him.

      Maggie let her giant phone drop onto the bed and she pressed a button on the side of the plastic that levered her up into a semi-sitting position.

      Alex shifted in his chair as she moved, and Tomás saw the moment he wanted to order her around, but held back. It was like he was growing as a person.

      Or learning. Maggie was a badass. Forget the nearly-fatal neck wound, it was time to get back to work.

      “Are you gonna tell him about…Adrian? And…the island?” Alex’s features were so strained, Tomás steeled himself for an outburst, but it never came. The Cuban wolf closed his eyes. “We have to tell him.”

      “We have to tell the alpha council, too,” Tomás said.

      “First things, first.” Maggie typed something into her tablet. “Rain has a guy on base who…let’s just say, he has the government behind him.”

      She turned the tablet again. “He gave us access to a mainframe that even the hotel system doesn’t know existed. Just like I thought.”

      The screen had five boxes, lit in red. One was the exterior of the main Penthouse elevator, in the hallway, showing the busted door. The foot of one of the dead guards was still visible in the gray corner of that screen.

      The second was the exterior of the private elevator. All was dark, but Tomás could see swaths of black on the edges of one side of the door, where Lani’s mother had fallen out, and where Alex had held the door open with one bloody hand.

      The other three, he didn’t recognize, but they weren’t from the interior of the Penthouse, which he’d seen extensively.

      “No shots inside the place,” Alex whispered. “That’s telling.”

      “This man is not only high-tech, and evil, but he’s hiding something from everyone.” Maggie swiped at the screen. “They think there are more feeds, but they’re only able to remote access these five.”

      “The island?” Tomás asked with a heavy sigh. “This means someone’s going to have to go to the island.”

      They sat in silence for a long moment.

      Maggie kept swiping at things on her tablet screen, but Alex and Tomás just sat, flexing their hands, Tomás with his arm around Lani, and let that sink in.

      “For now,” Alex finally said, “We need to focus on the mission. We have to tell Rain, and the council, and we need to figure out a way to get to that island.”

      “And you have to go up the mountain,” Maggie said, glancing at Lani. “You have to take her home.”

      A tight fear clutched at Tomás’ throat. This wasn’t her emotion, it was his. What would happen if they took her back to her home?

      Would she disappear, catatonic, into her people, never to return? Would she wake her emotions again?

      He wanted to whisk her away to Las Vegas and take her away from her father and…for the first time, he understood why Marco’s and Elise’s mothers had abandoned everything to get as far away from Adrian as possible. Tomás wanted the same thing for Lani—freedom from this madman.

      But did he want it enough that he’d leave her on the mountain? Or that he’d stay there with her, and never see his family again?

      Tomás licked his lips and took a long breath through his nose. “You’re right. We have to do that, and we need to get a jump on it tonight, while it’s still dark. We have work to do yet, and we need to get into the woods before the sun rises.”
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      The cool night air prickled Lani’s skin. She wasn’t cold though. Or warm. Or anything. Just numb.

      Since seeing her mother on the floor of the elevator, she hadn’t been able to feel anything. The walls she’d built years ago to keep emotions out had sprung up again overnight and they were tamped down so tightly that not even her mate could get through.

      It was too much.

      Every time she peeked over those walls the pain threatened to swallow her whole. So she’d plodded forward, staying quiet. Staying detached from anything that could trigger a memory from the last two days.

      The hike up the mountain had been long and silent, but the climb had been cathartic. She missed the scent of the trees and the sounds of the birds. Taking a deep breath, she straightened her shoulders and let her gaze disappear into the snapping flames of the funeral pyres.

      Zolin and her mother were being laid to rest in a ceremony of honor that would bind their ashes with the mountain. The volcano would keep them safe and they would have peace.

      Their medicine man finished his prayer to the gods and then her father stepped forward to say his goodbyes. To the warrior he revered as a son. And to the broken women he’d cared and loved as his wife, even though Lani’s mother had never loved him.

      She left Tomás’ side and joined her father at the edge of the ceremony circle.

      He embraced her and kissed her forehead.

      “I can’t feel anything,” Lani whispered.

      “You have the fire of the mountain burning in your heart, little wolf. I can still feel you. Feel your magick. Take that strength and find your path with your mate. When you find that new home, be sure to bond to your new alpha so he can take care of you the way you deserve.”

      “This is home. You are my only family. I can’t imagine leaving.”

      “You will always be my daughter, Citlani, even if you are a thousand mountains away. You are not my blood, but I have loved you just the same. Your mother and Zolin would both want your safety above everything. It is not safe for you here any longer.” The chief took her hand and they walked around the circle to stand in front of Tomás. “It is up to you to protect her now, Tomás Rivera. You must take her far from this place.”

      Lani translated for her mate.

      He hesitated for a moment and then bowed his head. “I will.”

      Her father smiled down at her mate. Tomás’ actions and answer had pleased him. The chief reached for Tomás’ hand and placed her palm against her mate’s.

      She intertwined her fingers and breathed easier as Tomás’ magick ebbed and flowed around her like a gentle tide. Existence without him was impossible. Her mate was as integral to her life now as air.

      The walls around her mind cracked ever so slightly and she reached for the comfort he’d been offering her.

      As the ceremony ended, an old woman from the village approached and motioned for them to follow. “This is for you to rest. Your father says you need to rest before traveling in the morning.”

      Citlani translated the words for Tomás, and he did his best to thank her.

      “What about Alex?” he asked before she disappeared into the darkness.

      The old woman turned and looked to Lani.

      “Our friend?” Lani asked.

      “He is being taken care of. Rest.”

      “Thank you.” Lani turned to Tomás. “He is sleeping elsewhere. Don’t worry.”

      Sleep. Had she slept at all since…

      She couldn’t remember. The images in her mind were either foggy or so frighteningly vivid forgot she was dreaming and started to scream. It gave new insight to the nightmares her mother had suffered from for so long. Over the years, she’d never understood why her mother hadn’t healed.

      After meeting Adrian and getting a taste of what he was capable of, she knew now why her mother had never been able to heal. Tears ran down her cheeks. Her mother had run, in an attempt to lure Adrian away and Citlani had insisted in walking right into the fray.

      If it hadn’t been for the huge sacrifices of Zolin, and Tomás, and his friends, she’d be exactly where her mother had feared.

      Dead or dying at the hands of her father.

      A sliver of fear threaded through her body. He’d come so close to killing them all. It was her fault. Most of it.

      They wouldn’t have ever tried to break into his apartment if it hadn’t been for her pressing about her mother.

      Zolin wouldn’t be dead. Maybe her mother would still be alive. Although, from what she’d seen in the hotel room, being a prisoner to that man was a fate worse than death.

      Tomás sat down on the mat in the corner of the tent and pulled her down beside him.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks and sobs wracked her body, sending little shudders up and down her spine. She wanted to wail and scream and cry. All the emotions she’d been pushing away and hiding from came creeping out of the corners.

      “Just let me in.” He nuzzled the top of her head and pulled her into a tight embrace.

      “I’m drowning,” she sobbed. “My mother. Zolin. My father said goodbye and told me I have to leave the village. Everything I’ve ever known is here.”

      “We’re going to figure it, out one day at a time. And I’m going to be right by your side the whole way. I love you so much.”

      She lowered the walls around her mind, and a rush of sympathy and comfort from Tomás wrapped itself around her shoulders like a warm fur.

      Their magick hummed together, swirling and spinning in the air between them. He is with me. Completely. Open. Warm and offering her anything she needed without demanding payment in return.

      He didn’t use affection as a reward; it was hers because he wanted her to have it. Tomás had given it to her the second Zolin had bonded them together.

      She’d just been too afraid to see it…feel it. And she hadn’t known how to return his affection…or love.

      Love. He loved her.

      The sensation of his affection filtered through every thread of his consciousness and into hers. His very being pulsated with the repeating emotional circle of desire, then affection, then desire again.

      “I—you are so much to me.” Did she love him? Citlani missed him when he wasn’t present. The lack of his touch made her anxious and uncertain.

      Tomás caressed her face as happiness spread through him into her.

      Even though she had to leave the mountain and everyone she knew, facing a new life with him would be surmountable. He’d help her learn what she needed to know.

      About the world.

      About life.

      About love.

      She could learn. He could teach her. He loved with such ease and abandon. She wanted that. Wanted to be able to feel without fear of what might come slamming down on top of her.

      Tomás made her feel complete and no matter where she ended up, as long as she was with him. She would find her peace.

      Lani slid her hand from his palm and traced the line of his arm up to his shoulder. “I need you.” She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his mouth.

      He wrapped his arms around her body and laid her gently back on the mat. His tongue danced with hers for a moment before he began trailing kisses along her jaw line and tracing circles over a nipple with the tip of a finger.

      She sighed, and let her doubts and fears slip away. They were replaced by the yearning need to care for this man who’d accepted her for who she was and pain she carried and would carry with her forever.

      Crawling into that sex tent two days ago had been the best decision Fate had ever pushed her into.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      Four years later

      

      Tomás slid his hand into his wife’s, wrapping fingers around hers, and squeezing just enough to remind her of his presence. They walked through the straw-covered huts that lined either side of the wide path that had first brought him up the mountain, all those years ago.

      “Does he know we’re coming?” he asked, waving at a little boy hugging onto his mother’s strong legs in the door of one of the huts.

      Lani inhaled, one sharp gust, then another. “He can feel me.”

      A few more Huichol came out of their tents and huddled in groups, whispering. The last time they’d seen their princess, Citlani, she had been half-naked with long, flowing hair, and bare feet.

      She only wore sandals now, but she was not the same woman who had been raised here. Her long, white maxi dress hid the hint of her pregnancy, and gave Tomás nightmares about the top slipping down and revealing her breasts. He still didn’t like the idea of her breastfeeding in public, although little Zed was too old to need feeding anywhere but at night, in the privacy of their home. Or hotel room. Or hut, apparently.

      The biggest change, apart from her swelling belly, was her short hair. Looking at his smiling beauty of a wife, holding the hand of their three-year-old son, it was almost hard for Tomás to remember what she’d been like when he first saw her. He loved the asymmetric fall of the cut she’d been wearing for years.

      New moms needed easy care, she’d said. She was right. Zed would have made a mess of the long tresses she used to have.

      But the women of the village whispered, confused by the outsiders. If anyone recognized Lani, no one approached her.

      They came up to the last rise before the fire circle and stopped beside the fork in the path. To the left, the fire and the sex tent. To the right, the springs, the chief’s hut, and the way to the volcano.

      “Can you feel him?” Tomás asked, trying to sense his wife’s emotions. She wasn’t overwhelmed with nostalgia, but she didn’t have her walls up.

      “I know he’s here. I don’t know—” A lump of emotion caught in her throat and he could feel the physical straining, burning behind her eyes. Tears.

      Normally, he would close out her physical responses, but he was doubly on the lookout.

      Zed couldn’t close off his connection to his mother, and Tomás didn’t want him to be cranky when he met his grandfather, for Lani’s sake as much as the chief’s.

      He was a warm man, even if he used as few words as he could manage, and it would mean something to him to meet a smiling, happy grandson.

      Tomás wanted this to be a good meeting. If he could have figured out a way to skip the winding eight-hour hike, he would have, but it was enough that they’d camped halfway and carried Zed most of the time.

      Off to their right, Tomás heard a grunt and then something thudded to the ground. He looked around and finally saw the source of the noise. Up the hill, past the springs, stood the chief. Like Lani, he was barely breathing, and his mouth hung slack, wordless.

      She dropped Tomás’ hand, picked up the edge of her white dress, and ran up the hill. On the way, she lost both sandals, and picked the dress up so high, Tomás could see her calves flashing. She launched into the chief’s arms and the smile on the old man’s face was enough to make Tomás let go of his vigilance over Lani’s feelings. Whatever he had been afraid of, she was experiencing her joy.

      Tomás picked up Zed as he wandered off toward the fire circle. “No, no, no, let’s not go down there.” He swung his son up onto his shoulders and grabbed the little boy’s legs to hold him steady. “You’ll get a better view from up there.”

      Zed squealed with childish delight as the trees seemed close enough to touch, and he swiped at them. Poor kid didn’t realize they were still ten feet above his head, but Tomás’s heart flipped a little at the fearless curiosity his son continued to show as he grew up.

      Being the proud dad was a look he could get used to.

      “That’s the fire pit,” he said to his son. “They do ceremonies there, and dancing. Maybe tonight, we’ll see some dancing.”

      A fond warmth settled in his stomach when he saw the round, squat tent sitting down the hill, just waiting for the next wolf to claim his mate inside. “And that’s the s-e-x tent. Daddy will tell you all about that. When you’re much, much older.”

      He walked up the path a little farther, pointing at the springs where he remembered bathing with Zolin looking on.

      Zolin.

      It had been awhile since Tomás had thought of that name, and each time he did, he now thought of Zed. His little boy had the deep, intrepid heart that the big Huichol warrior had. The namesake could not have been more appropriate.

      Lani called down to him in her native tongue and he shook his head. Sometimes she still forgot that he couldn’t understand her, although he was picking up some words. He could say sex tent, for instance. That phrase was growing on him, too.

      “We’re coming,” he answered her in Spanish. “Zed wanted to see the fire pit.”

      She reached for his hand, a big smile on her face. She said a few words to the chief and squeezed Tomás’s fingers in her own.

      The chief gripped his shoulder and Tomás couldn’t suppress a choppy laugh. “He’s a strong guy, Lan.”

      The chief spoke, catching his eye, and something about the timbre of his words caught Tomás’ breath.

      “He says that you have brought his daughter back to him,” Lani translated. “And he is grateful.”

      Tomás pulled Zed off his shoulders. “We’ve brought your grandson, as well.” He held his boy in his arms and pointed at the big chief. “See, Zed, this is your grandpa. He is a very important man.”

      Zed’s little eyes went round as he looked up at his grandfather. He put on finger on his lips and looked at his mother.

      Lani smiled and nodded, and Tomás swooped his son toward his grandfather.

      Lani said a few words in Huichol and the chief opened his arms.

      Zed’s little lips landed on the chief’s and the old man laughed and took his grandson, settling him on one side of his big, naked chest.

      He dipped his head toward Zed and spoke a few low sentences.

      Lani’s eyes watered and Tomás could feel a tightness spread through her chest. The chief turned up the mountain and pointed.

      “He says we should go and see my mother and Zolin.” She licked her bottom lip, then chewed it, as a tear slipped down her cheek. “My people believe that the volcano will take life and regenerate life. He wants to show Zed the source of all our power.”

      Tomás smiled, taking her hand. “That’s what we came for, isn’t it?”

      Lani took in a long breath and then released it. “I know.”

      “I’ll be right beside you, the whole time.”

      “That’s the only way I could do it.” She leaned into his shoulder and they followed the chief up the path toward the volcano.

      Zed swung at the lower-hanging leaves as the chief pointed and spoke in Huichol. Behind them, the village was almost silent.

      Tomás could imagine everyone swooping their hands and spitting to honor the gods, all across the mountainside.

      “I went by the sex tent,” he mused, squeezing his wife’s hand. “I guess I should check with your father and see if it’s occupied later.”

      That made her laugh—a golden cascade that rippled through him and landed in his heart. He lived to make her laugh. To make her happy.

      “He won’t let you go in.” The corners of her mouth turned up and lit her face all the way to her eyes. “You already have a mate.”

      “But we could pretend…” Tomás pushed at her shoulder and kicked a rock along the path. “I mean, for old time’s sake.”

      “You can’t pretend in the sex tent.” Lani pulled on his arm. “Fate knows what it’s doing.”

      Tomás chuckled and slid his arm around his wife’s waist. He felt the swell of the underside of her pregnant belly on her left side, and hugged her to him. Zed had been a miracle baby, cementing the bond they had and giving them a little light of Zolin and Lani’s mother to carry toward the future. And this baby would bring even more joy to their little family.

      Living in Las Vegas may have changed Lani, as it would change anyone, but it hadn’t changed his love for her. Nothing could.

      “So… if we can’t be in the sex tent…” Tomás tickled her belly and Lani let out another loud burst of laughter.

      “Yes,” she giggled and pointed toward the chief, who lifted Zed high up in the air to pick one of the big red flowers that hung from the heavy branches of the trees. “And we even have a babysitter.”

      Tomás stopped and pulled Lani into his arms.

      “I’m glad we did this. Came here. Brought Zed to see your father.”

      The words didn’t produce a sting inside her any longer, and Tomás said a quick prayer of thanks for that.

      She could see the chief and not think of the other people she had lost. Lani could feel the love  she had for Tomás and her son, and even her father, and not be haunted by regrets.

      “I’m glad, too.” She leaned in and pressed her lips to his, holding him tight for a long beat. Lani settled against his chest, her eyes cast down toward the village. “I was afraid it would be too much.”

      “I knew you could do it.” He stroked the back of her head and tightened his arms around her. “You are the strongest woman I’ve ever known.”

      The warm feeling of love that overtook her was so overwhelming, even his years of practice of separating their bond couldn’t keep it out of him. It washed over him and threatened to drown him.

      “I love you, Tomás Rivera.”

      He traced a line down the side of her face and kissed the tip of her nose. “I know.”
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      Chapter One

      Choaca, Mexico

      

      Alejandro Sureda hated dance clubs. Damn stupid suit he had to wear on top of annoying ass music, and it was too dark to see anything, except for the pulsing lights that were working on his headache. He kept clenching and unclenching his fists, every time he thought he saw her.

      He was there for only one reason.

      “What can I get you?” one of the skinny, white-clad bartenders asked him, fluttering big eyelashes up and down his body. A slow smile painted its way across her face. “You are a tall drink of water, aren’t you?”

      Was it possible to roll his eyes any farther back into his head? Would the bartender notice and back off?

      “Get me a…” Alex glanced around the intermittently-lit rows of alcohol bottles. He had never been in a bar in Mexico. Did they have the same stuff as they did in Miami? “Shit. I don’t know. What’s good?”

      “What are you in the mood for?” She purred at him. Like. An actual cat sound. What the fuck.

      “The harder the better.”

      “That’s my poison, too.” Cat sound again. Deep in her throat.

      “If you have something hard enough to clean rust off a blade, it’s probably right up my alley.” He reached in his pocket for some cash and froze.

      A pulse that wasn’t part of the thrumming music made its way through his body. It hit highs where the music hit lows, and had a slow, languid wave.

      Magick. Unmistakeable. Only, this was a kind of magick he hadn’t felt before. He knew what his parents felt like, and his siblings, his alpha. This was something different.

      Alex put up a hand and stopped the bartender pouring. “Hold on.”

      “Querido, for you, I will wait all night.” She leaned forward and flashed the tops of her breasts.

      “No need to wait. I won’t be back.” He moved in the direction of the pulse, like something drew him, leaving her with her jaw down almost to her cleavage.

      Hell no, he wouldn’t be back. Not ever if he could help it. The monkey suit and the alcohol and the loud music. It was all too much.

      But he’d been the one who wanted to do something. Tomás had taken Lani to the alpha council for protection, but Alex hadn’t wanted to wait for another summit. He needed to do something.

      As he walked through the crowd, he flexed his hands. This wasn’t what he’d had in mind when he told Maggie he wanted to help.

      He should have seen Adrian shift.

      Should have shifted.

      Should have stopped him.

      One of his knuckles cracked under the pressure of his own grip and he stopped his progress, waiting for a group of screaming blonde girls in cowboy hats and bikini tops to pass him, shot glasses raised, wooting like football fans.

      There.

      When the group cleared away, the magick wave felt more substantial, like it finally had a source. Julianna.

      Only it wasn’t the Julianna he had seen in pictures. He’d expected staid and stoic, with a tight bun and a long-sleeved business suit. This woman was…a sex bomb.

      His first instinct was to reach for his phone and text Maggie, but the downside of wolf magick was that it went two ways. Julianna absolutely felt his presence, and the way her pupils dilated told him that she hadn’t been expecting to feel it.

      He reached out with his wolf to calm hers—a way his father had taught him of submitting to other wolves on their own territory… Only he didn’t receive any touch in response.

      Just in case, he reached out again. He felt magick. She had to be.

      A thick lump caught in his throat. No. If she had been a wolf, he would have sensed it.

      Her eyes locked onto his and her mouth dropped open just enough that he could tell she was panting, though she may not have realized it. Beneath the silky, purple material of her dress, two points of her nipples stood out.

      She was aroused.

      Hell, he was aroused.

      Alex stalked around the perimeter of the low, round table and grabbed the back of the empty chair. She leaned forward just enough that the low dip of her dress revealed ample and lickable cleavage. All of it, nearly to her rib cage.

      “I’m sorry,” she said in a low voice. “That seat is taken.”

      “I know.” He pulled the chair out. “I’m taking it.”

      “No, I mean, I’m meeting someone.” Julianna’s eyes traveled down his thick tie and stopped at his crotch. She bit the side of her tongue inside her mouth, in the sweetest, most unconscious way she possibly could have.

      “You’re meeting me.” He dipped his chin and waited for her gaze to return to his. Blood rushed through his chest at a thundering speed when she kept chewing and staring. “I’m Alex.”

      When she finally brought her eyes up, a deep flush swathed her cheeks and went down her neck.

      She was all conundrum, this woman. For hours, he’d studied everything about her, and he thought he knew her—thought Maggie knew her. They’d even found her secret digital hookup profile, but even that had been the stoic businesswoman on the outside. All aggression, all alpha.

      But this. This woman wasn’t wearing a bra, and her luscious breasts strained against the thin fabric of her dress. She blushed and shuttered her eyes like a neophyte, even though her profile had been aggressive. Curves that wouldn’t stop and cleavage that made him forget about everyone in the club, all the music and the noise, all the gyrating idiots…but he couldn’t let her distract him from his mission.

      “I’m Julianna.” She offered her hand and he took it. When their skin touched, he felt the pulse of that magick again. He’d never felt anything like it—drawing him forward, over the table if he could have, and right into her arms.

      “I know.” He pulled on her hand until she leaned forward more and he pressed his lips to the top of her hand, dipping his eyes obviously to her cleavage.

      “Thank you for meeting me on such short notice. You look…different than your picture.” She rubbed her skin where he’d kissed her, almost absently. She had to be feeling the magick, but for her to not be a wolf…he wasn’t sure what to do with that.

      He should text Maggie. Make sure they had the right woman.

      How could Adrian Rossi’s daughter not be a wolf?

      Unless…

      Alex reached for his phone. “Let me just tell my friend that I’m here and you’re not a serial killer.” Through his eyelashes, he fixed her with a hot gaze. “You’re not, are you?”

      “Please.” She reached for her purse and pulled out a thick black notebook with a folder shoved inside it. “This is everything I’ve managed to gather on you, Alejandro Sureda. If I am a serial killer, I am the stupidest one in history.”

      Her long, graceful fingers ended in purple polished nails that glistened in the pulsing light as she flipped the folder open. “Mixed martial arts? Runs an MMA program for inner city kids in Miami? Holds a regional champion belt in his weight class for cage fighting?” She turned a few pieces of paper and his gut tightened as he recognized newspaper articles and personal pictures.

      “How did you find this?” He picked up the picture from the Miami Star showing him with his belt over his head, back when he had a beard and longer hair. Before he’d been sent to Mexico. Even he didn’t have this picture.

      Her features lit with a slow smile. “I do my homework.” She leaned across the table and her breasts rested on the black and white image of his victory face. “I run a multi-national corporation, Mr. Sureda. I can’t take any chances.”

      Julianna closed the folder and returned it to her purse, leaving the notebook sitting between them. “Now. Do you still want to text your friend?”

      He shook his head in disbelief. He wasn’t sure what Maggie had put in his profile, but he was pretty sure it hadn’t been the truth. The fact that she knew him, knew his background…his stomach churned.

      She knows who I am. Stay close.

      He cleared his throat and glanced at her purse. “You don’t want to text a friend to tell them I’m not a serial killer?”

      Julianna pointed to her left. Two tables away sat three large, black-suited men, all with eyes scanning the entire club. They studiously avoided looking at her, or at Alex. Bodyguards.

      “Smart woman.”

      With a wry smile, she reached into the notebook and pulled out a neatly typed piece of paper. She slid it across the table and placed it in front of him.

      His phone buzzed in his lap and Alex swiped at it. A text from Maggie popped onto the screen. Should I send in Donovan?

      “These are the guidelines for the weekend,” Julianna said, ignoring the fact that he’d just checked his text. “I would have preferred to email these to you ahead of time and discuss them over the phone, but as I said, I just learned had an unexpected free weekend, so I’ve brought them with me.” She folded her hands and rested her chin on them. “I’ll let you read through them and you can tell me if you have any questions.”

      This was the Julianna he had expected. Even with the sex kitten dress and the blushing, she’d managed to find her inner CEO.

      Rules for the weekend. The sheet had two columns. What is allowed and What is not allowed. Alex skimmed both sides and raised his eyebrows.

      “It says I am not allowed to leave the penthouse. What penthouse?”

      “Oh, I forgot to tell you. I have a penthouse at the Puerto Villa.” She slid a gold keycard from the black notebook and placed it on the table near his empty hand. “This is a key to the private entrance. Show this card to the valet in the parking garage and he’ll help you find it. If you are interested, meet me there in two hours. If not, it’s been nice meeting you, and no hard feelings.”

      He turned the keycard over and saw the logo for Adrian Rossi’s hotel in silver swirls against the gold. She had to be the right woman. Not to mention the fact that the magick was pulling at him.

      As she gathered her things and rose from the table, Alex grabbed her hand. “Wait.”

      Her intake of breath was so loud, it drew the attention of her bodyguards, but she calmed them with a reassuring swipe of her arm.

      She met Alex’s eyes. “What?”

      “What about the list I have for you?”

      The magick slid around them while their skin remained in contact, and Alex could feel his dick hardening. Damn. I need to fuck this woman—that was his list.

      Julianna pulled her hand out of his and a wrinkle of fear crossed her features, but was quickly gone. She smiled and clutched her purse close to her side. “Bring your list with you.”

      She was gone before he could respond, but he could watch her walk away. The sway of those hips, the casual stop and the glance over her shoulder. The smile.

      Alex shook his head, trying to rid himself of the magick that seemed to stay wrapped around him, pulling him toward her. The bodyguards stood one at a time, taking different routes through the club so that one of them eventually ended up exiting before her, no doubt, checking out all the crazies on the outside.

      He swiped at the screen on his phone and typed out a text to Maggie. She’s taking me to the PV. Penthouse. Could still work out.

      In only a few seconds, Maggie had texted back. Text when you have it. We will wait.

      With his phone in his pocket and the keycard in one hand, Alex followed Julianna’s path out of the club, happy to be leaving the loud, craziness behind. He hadn’t considered she might actually invite him to her penthouse for the entire weekend, but if it was the only way to get at whatever information she kept in that black notebook of hers, then it was worth it.

      He would just have to take one for the team.
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      Get a set of free books to start reading more Krystal Shannan!
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Around 100AD the Romans came to conquer
Britain and the Isles. Some of the Brigantes
clans aligned with the invaders, but not all.
Those that fought were conquered, taken, and
dispersed through the Roman empire.

A group of Celtic widows, captured and
stolen from their homes—witches who
practiced the old ways—created a curse to
protect themselves from men who would do
them harm.

Their spell would transform a man into a
supernatural warrior guided by the magick of
Fate and the manifistation of a powerful wolf
spirit. He would have the senses of a wolf,
the strength of ten men, and long life and
good health.

The price of this supernatural power was
enslavement to the moon. All werewolves
were transformed under the light of a full
moon and had no choice but to remain in
animal form until sunrise.

The widows bound themselves to these
warriors with a hundred-year-bond, extending

the protection of the curse to their bodies.

And that curse created the Moonbound race.
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