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      SAVING A WOLF (Book Six)

      
        A battle between loyalty and conscience…

        Magick and desire…

        

        Blissfully unaware of the depth of Rossi's organization, Luther Frost has remained loyal to the one man who's always protected him. And needing Rossi to survive becomes his ultimate problem.

        

        When the strong-willed and persuasive Maggie Gallagher convinces him who his boss really is, Luther is torn between his loyalty to the man who keeps him alive and to the woman he desires. Resisting their magick is out of the question, but exposing the dangerous and vengeful Rossi could cost Luther his life. Now it's up to Luther to decide: turn against his boss or turn against his conscience? Only one can win.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Moonbound Curse

        

      

    

    
      
        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 manifestation of a powerful wolf spirit. He would have the senses of a wolf, the strength of ten men, 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 own bodies.

        

        And that curse created the Moonbound race.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Choaca, Mexico

      

      The screen door in the kitchen slammed, and Andrea VonBrant dropped into the chair across the table.

      Maggie finished chewing her slice of mango and glanced up from her tablet screen. Andrea’s pinched cheeks and frown of frustration made Maggie’s heart sink. If the Texas wolf’s movie-star blonde hair and nice rack hadn’t cinched the deal… What the hell was wrong with this guy? “That well, huh?”

      “Dammit, Maggie. I tried everything short of stripping. I’m already wearing a bikini top.” She gestured to the skimpy white triangles barely covering her boobs. “It’s a tropical paradise outside and that man is colder than a witch’s titty. Every other man on that dock was willing to bend over backwards to take me out to see the sights on the bay, except jackhole, Luther Frost.”

      “Shit.”

      “If you hadn’t found evidence of him sleeping with women in the past, I’d say send in Donovan or Niko to see if he was gay.”

      Maggie shook her head. She’d found enough social media to prove the man wasn’t gay. And most of the women he’d hung out with in the past were a variety of shapes and sizes. So there’d been no clue to what would actually peak his interest. “Well, we can’t sit around here any more.” She pushed the plate across the table. “I keep running across these feeds I can’t access. I think I need a hard line.”

      “He’ll give you a hard line, for sure.” Andrea smiled. “He is a hard line.”

      “No, like hard-wired. The system doesn’t make any sense. I need to talk to someone on the security team who knows it.”

      “Then it’s time for your miniature tattooed ass to take a turn. Maybe he likes mouthy sprites.” Andrea snagged a piece of mango from Maggie’s plate and smiled.

      “This is ridiculous. I’m going to just go down there and talk to him. He can’t possibly be as intimidating as all of you describe. No man is made out of stone.”

      “Go for it, honey. My brothers are all big men, but this guy takes the cake. He’s like WWF big.”

      Maggie rolled her eyes and looked down at her clothes. She was wearing a bright yellow t-shirt that said I’d Rather Be BASE Jumping and khaki shorts. What the hell. She didn’t have a bikini to change into and her boobs wouldn’t fill it out anyway. Most of the time, including today, she went bra-less. She wasn’t going to try and lure him with her Tinkerbell shaped body, she was just going to tell him outright that they needed his help and that he had to stop working for a madman.

      A little reason couldn’t hurt. At this point, it wouldn’t be a loss. If they couldn’t convince him to help, they were back at square one. They’d already chartered a boat under the guise of a deep sea fishing expedition and scoped out the island. Blunt high cliff faces all the way around except for the one guarded bay. There was only one way in and out of that hellhole, and Luther was guarding it.

      Maggie let the screen door slam on her way out of Julianna and Alex’s kitchen. The team had rented another apartment in the same building, but they’d all been together for so long now, they mostly hung out in Alex’s place. Not to mention, Julianna kept it well stocked with food and alcohol.

      After over a month in Mexico, they’d all learned to speak enough Spanish to get by just about anywhere, but most of them stayed pretty close to home. Especially she and Alex.

      Adrian knew what they looked like and she hated the uncomfortable feeling that settled over her anytime she headed toward the hotel. She passed through the street market sellers and hustled through crowds of people on a mission to find food for lunch. The dock was about a quarter mile south of the hotel. After twenty minutes of weaving through smelly bodies, her skin tingled and she glanced around.

      Why would her wolf magick be talking to her now? There weren’t any other wolves around. She was far enough from the hotel that Adrian wouldn’t be able to sense her. But it wasn’t that kind of tingle, anyway. This was different. This was something she’d never felt before.

      Ever.

      She took a few more steps forward. Made her way along the road leading to the dock and hurried down the stairs toward the boats. The second her feet touched the wooden planks, she gasped for air and clung to a rail to keep herself upright.

      A man stopped to see if she was okay.

      Maggie nodded. “Just out of breath. Thanks.” She waved him away and stood up, doing her best to seem normal.

      Heat radiated through her body, starting with raising the hairs on her arms, then traveling through her breasts with a surge that had her panting. The air around her thickened with magick. Her panties were soaked and she scanned each boat as she passed, waiting for the magick to show her the source of her arousal. The friction of walking while her clit throbbed proved difficult, and she breathed slowly to avoid the orgasm coiling inside her. The last thing she needed was to collapse in the middle of a crowd, screaming in pleasure.

      Her mate was here. On the dock. On one of the boats. She couldn’t tell where yet, but he was. She plodded forward, gritting her teeth. Feeling magick had always been easy for her. She could sense things long before others in her pack. She knew what it felt like to have Fate send a friend. To have Fate send a teacher. There were different signals she’d picked up on throughout her life, for herself and for others. But never had she felt such an overwhelming desire to be connected to another person.

      Each step brought her closer. She’d inspected each boat she’d passed, feeling for crew members, but the magick pushed her forward, closer and closer to the last boat on the dock.

      The White Pearl. Luther’s boat.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” she hissed under her breath, leaning against a tall pylon. “It’s times like these when I’m convinced you’re a woman,” she spat out into the air. “You certainly have a woman’s sense of humor.” Not that Fate would hear her, but at least she’d gotten it off her chest.

      The magickal cord pulling her down the dock tightened again and tugged her closer to the boat. Luther had been her destination all along. Apparently, according to Fate, he was also her mate.

      “I’m going,” she whispered, creeping closer to the boat and to him. His bare broad shoulders glistened in the sun where he stacked crates in the middle of the deck.

      She stepped onto the gangway and froze when he turned and looked at her. His brown eyes burned with heat and anger and a healthy dose of confusion.

      “Get off my boat,” he growled.

      “Are you Luther Frost?” She knew he was, but at the moment, she couldn’t put a more coherent question together. Her eyes strayed to his corded arms and sculpted pecs. Gods have mercy.

      [image: ]

      Luther ground his teeth against whatever damn thing buzzed through his body. He just wanted to get his work done. Why wouldn’t they fucking leave him alone?

      “Whatever you’ve got, just leave it on the dock. I’ve got work to do.”

      The little sprite of a woman cocked her head. “What a gentleman you are.”

      “Never claimed to be one. Now, get off my boat.” He took another crate from off the pile and moved it aside. The damn thing had to be here somewhere.

      She took another step across the dark surface of the gangway. He could see her lime green mesh aggressive-tread trail shoes in the corner of his eye. What the hell was she doing on the beach in two-hundred-dollar hiking shoes?

      His gaze continued to travel up the tightly-muscled legs, all the way up her fit little body. She was certainly easy on the eyes. Her tattooed arms were covered in dark blue and green ink, and she had short, spikey, dark hair and the darkest eyes he had ever seen. Or did they just look dark against her creamy, pinky skin?

      What the fuck? Why was he waxing eloquent about a chick in hiking shoes? Especially a chick who just needed to get the hell off his boat.

      “Something wrong?” She had the nerve to smirk.

      “Other than the mountain of fucking work I have to do?” Luther moved another crate, focusing his energy on the task at hand. “No.”

      “You don’t have some jackhole comment about my outfit?” She grabbed the white ropes on his gangway and her athletic body swayed.

      There were some perky little tits under the fabric of that gray t-shirt, and her nipples were occasionally visible, when she moved just the right way.

      “I don’t give a shit about what you wear.” He stretched his back and put both hands on the pile of crates. “I don’t have time to fuck around or be the nice local who gives you directions to whatever tourist shit you’re looking for. This isn’t one of those hire-out boats. I have a real job.”

      She took another step and stood at the edge of his gangway. His skin itched and he found himself flexing his shoulders. Everything was suddenly on edge.

      “I know what your job is, Luther Frost.”

      The sentence froze him stiff, with a crate in his hands. He eyed the little woman. Could she be a test from Adrian? How would she know who he was? She wasn’t one of the hotel staff, she wasn’t a client, and she wasn’t a distributor.

      “I’m not going to tell you again.” He forced his muscles to move and set down the crate, leaning against it. “Get off my boat.”

      She dangled one green shoe off the end of the gangway, twisting her foot back and forth. “Technically, I’m not on your boat. So I can’t get off.”

      Ignoring her jab, he took another crate off the pile and saw the red stamp he’d been looking for. The dumb blonde who’d been sent from the hotel to bring the last of the shipment had obviously not been a regular, because she didn’t know to leave the red stamp crates on the top.

      He picked it up and walked past the foot-dangling pixie girl, toward the back cabin. But as he passed her, the pull toward her was visceral. Every part of him wanted to reach out for her.

      Thank God his hands were full.

      Luther ignored the random thoughts and kept going. The very secret and very illegal ammunition needed not to be out in the open where any tourist could pop the crate open and find the giant JHPs Adrian ordered by the crate.

      If his buddies could see him now, hiding illegal ammunition on his smuggling boat.

      He set the crate on the stairs by the wheelhouse and a pang of regret weaseled its way across his chest. Fuck it. He thought he’d killed all that long ago.

      Steps behind him caught his attention and Luther whirled around. The woman had one of the red stamp crates in her hands and followed him like a puppy. Anger rose up, climbing from the pit of his stomach, all the way into his throat.

      Luther grabbed the crate out of her hands. “I told you not to touch anything.”

      “No, you didn’t.” She narrowed those pretty eyes at him. “You said to get off your boat, when I wasn’t even on it.”

      “Well, don’t fucking touch anything.” He ground his teeth and set the last red stamp crate on top of the other.

      “I’m not going away just because you’re an asshole to me.”

      When Luther turned back around, he found her standing with her legs wide, arms crossed, and face all hard lines. She was pissed? Hell, he was pissed.

      “Yes, you’re going away.”

      She shook her head and anchored herself to the side of the boat. “Look. I need your help.”

      In spite of himself, he barked out a laugh. “You can’t have it.”

      “I’m not kidding.” She reached in front of him, putting her arm through the path of his exit. “And you’re going to help me.”

      He stepped, toe-to-toe with her, and something warm coursed through his body like wildfire eating through a prairie hillside. With a little shake of his head, he studied the planes of her face.

      Where the hell did she get off ordering him around?

      But when he opened his mouth to say those exact words, his throat was dry and his air was stuck, and he couldn’t move his tongue. He just stood there, like a jackass, flapping his jaw wordlessly.

      “You’re going to help me,” she repeated, “because you’re a good guy.”

      Even the burning thing that seemed to have set his body on fire couldn’t shield him from the lance to the heart with those words.

      He took a step forward and, almost to get out of his way, she stepped back. But Luther kept advancing on her, driving her back until her progress was stopped by the wall of the wheelhouse. He put a hand on either side of her head and leaned into her face with menace in his heart.

      “You don’t know me,” he growled against the stab of those words. “I am not a good guy.”

      In a strange, almost ethereal movement, her small hand slipped onto his cheek. The contact of her skin ignited the wildfire inside once again, and he had to catch his breath to steel himself.

      “You are a good guy, Luther.” Her eyebrows knitted close together, giving her eyes a sadness that assaulted him. “You don’t know what I know.”

      He shook his head and gripped her wrist hard, making her wince. Luther wanted to push her away, he wanted to throw her off the boat, he wanted to punch something. But the air between them was on fire, and something big and heavy pushed him into her when he wanted nothing more than to run off the edge of the boat and jump in the water and swim until his body gave out…just to get away from whatever had lit between them.

      Luther tried to push her way, but his body wouldn’t do it. Fear gripped him hard by the throat and squeezed.

      This woman was dangerous.

      He needed to get away from her. Now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      “I know you work for Adrian Rossi,” the sprite said, breaking him out of his spiral of frozen fire.

      Luther released her hand and took a giant step back. He kept retreating until he hit the rails on the side of the cruiser. This was a test from Adrian. Only his jerk boss would be sadistic enough to send women to mindfuck him like this.

      “How do you know that?” He tried to still his breath, but it just kept coming faster. “Who the hell are you?”

      “My name is Maggie Gallagher.” She extended her hand, but he didn’t take it. Couldn’t take it. Couldn’t touch her again.

      “Why the hell are you here?” He gripped the rails until his hands hurt. “How do you know me?”

      Her face softened into compassionate lines. “I know you because I’ve watched you clean up dead bodies for Adrian Rossi. I was almost one of those bodies.”

      His pulse raced, setting every sense into high alert. Luther whipped around and scanned the docks, searching for the triangle of lookout men. Adrian was most definitely behind this. “You don’t know anything,” he said.

      “I’m part of a private recon team who represents the interests of the women he has kidnapped.” She bit out that last word with venom.

      No. He would have known about that. Adrian couldn’t have been kidnapping anyone. There was only one way on to the private island—save a huey charter—and Luther controlled that access. Anyone who approached the narrow inlet in anything other than the big, blue cruiser he piloted would be immediately stopped. Even Adrian only ever used Luther’s boat.

      It’d been almost two years since Luther had been pressed into the service of Adrian Rossi, and the only women who had ever set foot on his boat were the companions of the strange, sometimes eccentric, very wealthy clients.

      “Who did he kidnap?” Luther forced out, trying to right his world again. “There are no women on the island.”

      Maggie’s brows crinkled. “The women that he prostitutes.”

      “No.” He shook his head violently. “There is, for sure, none of that going on. Not on my island. I’d know about it.”

      She took a step toward him and he could feel the heat of her, oppressing his senses, threatening to overtake him.

      What the damn hell was going on?

      “There are women on the island. I know there are.”

      “Sure, there are women there, but they’re staff. They clean his house, they take care of the guests.”

      Maggie chewed on a fingertip and looked down at the lapping water beside the boat. “No. I’ve seen the feeds. He did the same thing in Guadalajara. One of the women who survived his last brothel told us her story.”

      Luther’s skin buzzed and he bounced on his toes. This woman didn’t know what she was talking about. He couldn’t afford to get sucked in to whatever pack of lies she had been fed. He had work to do.

      “You’re obviously mistaken. There can’t be anything like that happening on my island, or I would know about it.” He pressed past her and the place where her skin touched his seared his arm, then traveled deeper.

      Dammit. Why couldn’t he get a hold on whatever flukey lust bunny had decided to pop its head out of the ground? Every part of him wanted to grab her by the arms and hoist her up until her legs wrapped around his waist and he could bury himself inside her.

      It was fucking weird.

      Her footsteps pounded after him as he made his way back to the stacked crates. He took the gangway all in one long step and was back on the docks, pounding his way back to the stack of supplies that still had to get loaded so he could make his noon run out to the island.

      “Luther. Wait.” She skipped around him and landed in his path.

      He pulled himself to a stop and pursed his lips. “What? Haven’t you had enough story time for one day?”

      “I know you’ve cleaned up after him. Six bodies in the last few weeks, at least, and probably more before that.”

      Luther crossed his arms and glanced around the empty dock. “Yeah, well that’s the way it is down here in Mexico, sweetheart. You cross a boss like Adrian Rossi, you get handled. This isn’t Pretty Princess USA, okay? It’s the real world.”

      He tried to step around her and she jumped back into his path. “I know what the world is like. And Adrian Rossi didn’t kill any of those men for insubordination.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Her tongue darted out to wet her lips and Luther found himself watching the movements of her mouth. Holy hell, he needed to get laid. Too long since the last time, and he was watching a girl’s nervous movements and thinking about how much he wanted to suck on that tongue.

      Come on, Luther. Get a fucking grip.

      “I know he didn’t kill them because I was the one who killed them.” Maggie said it so matter-of-factly, with a sad turn of her eyes. “The first ones, you would’ve found in the penthouse hallway, and then there were two inside, all in one day. The other two, we killed when we broke into the security room. Less blood that time.”

      With every word she uttered, Luther’s shoulders tingled and his breath quickened. She knew the details of the murders. He shook his head.

      “You couldn’t know those things. I cleaned up those bodies.”

      “I know.” She shifted her weight from side to side. “I watched you do it.”

      “How could you…” He tried to remember the details of those cleanups. He’d had to call Diana to send hotel staff—whom she had promptly had to fire. He would’ve remembered Maggie from the cleanups if she’d been there.

      “We have a tap on his security system.” She shrugged. “I’ve been watching you for weeks now. We’re trying to find a way to get onto that island to save all the women.”

      “I told you.” He gritted his teeth. “There are no women. I would know.”

      Maggie cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. “You really don’t know? You’re not just… No. You really don’t know.” She stepped toward him. “I promise you, we know that there are kidnapped young women on that island who are serving as sex slaves to this sadistic madman.”

      Luther matched her step and they were so close, he could smell the flowery scent of her short, newly-washed hair. Dammit, man. Pull yourself together.

      “And I promise you, it’s not happening.” He pointed over her shoulder, back toward the city of Choaca. “Now you can get the hell off my boat and my dock, and out of my face, and if I ever see you around here again…”

      Instead of the fear he expected to see on her face, he noticed the lines of pity drawn in around the corners of her mouth.

      He wanted to move, wanted to push her away and scream at her, but he was frozen in place, feeling the whirl of desire around them, urging him toward her.

      But Luther wasn’t going to be ruled by his baser instincts. He would call one of his exes before he would get involved with this…this…good Lord, what was she? He wanted to believe she was lying, that she was a spy from Adrian. Only she’d admitted to murder, right in front of him. If she was a spy, this was the most elaborate ruse he had ever witnessed.

      “Your threats don’t scare me, Luther.” She leaned in, and her face was so close to his, if she had just tipped her head up a bit, he could’ve kissed her.

      The closeness of her lips, of her body, made panic settle in to every joint in his body. It made him want to run.

      “Just give me a chance to prove it.” Maggie’s gaze traveled over his face, to his mouth, to his cheeks, his eyes, his forehead, then back to his lips. What was she thinking, behind those dark eyes of hers? What was her game?

      “You need to leave,” he said. “Now.”

      “Let me prove it to you. Take me out to the island. I’ll show you.”

      He gritted his teeth. “Get. The hell. Off. My. Dock.”

      Maggie’s eyebrows flashed up and down. “Fine. But I’ll be back until you agree to help me. This is too important, and you are a good man. I know you want to help me make this right.”

      He brushed past her, careful not to let any part of her skin contact his. Even still, the clothed parts of him felt the presence of her. Dammit. He needed a good fuck. Wash away whatever voodoo drug thing she had on her skin.

      “I’ve got work to do,” he spat, picking up another crate and carrying it up the dock to the gangway, and onto the boat. This time, she didn’t follow. And when he looked back at the spot where they’d stood, she was gone.

      Maybe it had all been a dream. Only, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. The thrill of being close to her. The way she enticed his mind into the exploration of her body. The first thing he would do when he got back from the island was find someone to fuck. Even if he had to go to a club looking for a hookup.

      Luther couldn’t afford to let his focus be split like this. He had to be on top of his game, with all the shake-ups in the Rossi organization over the last few weeks. He couldn’t let some little sprite get under his skin.
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      Maggie slammed the screen door and stomped into the kitchen.

      “That good?” Andrea grinned, echoing Maggie’s words from earlier that morning. “He can’t be seduced.”

      Niko gave her a wink from across the kitchen where he stood in front of the stove cooking something. No idea what, but from the spicy scent, meat was at least one of the ingredients.

      “Well, it went better than it did for any of you guys.” She leaned against the wall and crossed her arms over her chest. “Is everyone here?”

      “Yes,” Alex answered, walking into the kitchen, followed by the rest of the team. “The whole place shook when you came through the door. We thought we should come give our condolences before we sit down and come up with another plan.”

      “He’s my mate, smartass.”

      Metal clanked on the floor near Niko. Maggie glanced at the large spatula near his foot and frowned. Niko bent and picked up the utensil and tossed it into sink before turning the flame off on the stove.

      “Let me get this straight,” Dani stepped forward and narrowed her gaze. “The oversized human meathead who’s the head of security for the monster we’ve been hunting now for months is your fucking mate? If he takes one misstep, he’ll squash your tinkerbell ass into a pancake.”

      “Look here, LA bitch. Just because I’m small doesn’t mean I can’t kick your butt all the way back to Hollywood.”

      “Hey, hey, hey.” Andrea stood and waved her hands up and down. “We’re all tired and irritated and—” She slapped her neck, squashing a mosquito. “None of us are pleased to hear that Maggie also struck out with Luther. But she also has to deal with the knowledge that he’s her mate, and he may or may not come over to our side. Give her a break.”

      Maggie could’ve kissed the Texas wolf right then and there. The truth was, she didn’t have a clue what to do next. Other than go back to Luther again and again like she’d threatened.

      They’d surveyed that island from every angle. Even if they managed to airdrop onto the island from the backside, without access to the inlet and boats, they’d never be able to get anyone off.

      “The pork is ready,” Niko interrupted. “Why don’t we eat, and take the rest of the afternoon to think about our options?”

      “There aren’t any options,” Maggie answered. “I told Luther I’d see him again every day he was on the mainland until he changed his mind.”

      “Mag is right. Without boats and Luther’s help, we don’t stand a chance of rescuing anyone.” Andrea sat at the table again.

      “If Maggie is correct, and Luther is her mate, he’ll come around.” Hannah’s small voice carried clearly from behind Donovan. She stepped around the tall blond Kentucky wolf and smiled. “This is a blessing, Maggie. Not bad news. How strong was the pull?”

      She eyed Hannah and sighed again. The quiet team member from the forests of Oregon had a point. And if her inclination of desire to strip naked and suction-cup her body to Luther’s was any indication to the level of magick involved, it was very high. “Very strong.”

      “Like, Nora-and-Rain-fuck-every-time-we-touch strong?”

      “Oh, yeah. I’ve never felt the desire to be on top of someone like that before. The fact that he was a complete stranger didn’t even faze me. If there’d been an opportunity to stick my tongue down his throat, I would’ve done it.”

      And that scared the shit out of her.

      Maggie didn’t fear anything. She jumped off of buildings in her spare time for fun. Leapt out of airplanes. Rock climbed mountains. But that man…he was more thrilling than all those things put together.

      He made her feel things inside that she’d never been aware of before. And it wasn’t that she’d never been attracted to a guy or slept with someone. She had. But being in Luther’s presence made her hungry to taste him and weak in the knees all at the same time.

      Luther would come around. He had to come around. There wasn’t another way onto that island.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Luther knocked on the door of the little shack on the narrow inlet. In the beat of time before Brooks answered, he found himself looking up the hill toward the big house.

      Damn that little sprite and her jackass questions.

      All the women, she had said. His last brothel…

      He couldn’t let her get under his skin.

      The door swung open and the skinny dude who sat behind the computer banks all day gave him a tight smile and flashed a dingy towel. “Don’t come in yet. I gotta clean this up.” He scuttled around, wiping at the floor. Dark pools turned the towel to a dirty brown color.

      “What the hell happened?” Luther stood in the doorway and put his hand back around the red stamp crate, taking the weight off the side of the rickety building.

      “My coffee… I just got surprised, that’s all.” Brooks threw another towel over the last of the liquid and surveyed the damage.

      “By me? Didn’t you see me coming from miles out?”

      He rubbed his eyes and Luther almost rolled his. They had a strict policy about sleeping on the job, and if another mess-up happened like the others and Adrian could find a way to blame staff incompetence, more heads would roll.

      Unless Maggie’s right.

      No. He couldn’t afford to think that. Adrian Rossi was all that stood between him and the Halfis, and Luther wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the security monitor.

      “I know, I know,” Brooks said, shaking his head. “It won’t happen again.”

      “If you need a replacement, I can bring Stanley back from the penthouse.”

      “Nah. I’m good.” The thin blond man leaned against the wall. “Although… You any closer to making a hire?”

      Luther put the box down near the locked storage cabinet and nodded to his employee. Brooks tossed the keys across the room.

      “It’s not easy to find the kind of guy we need.” Luther opened the door.

      “You’re not wrong.”

      There was still one box with the red stamp sitting in the locker. He locked it and threw the keys back. “I’ve got a line on a couple of guys. But I have to re-staff the penthouse first.”

      The air between them was tight, strangled. Luther stalked to the front door and something flashed on the bank of screens. He tried not to look—he never looked—but this time, he couldn’t help himself.

      A shock of black hair. A white sheath dress. And chains. His gut tightened. Did he really just see chains?

      But when he looked directly at the bank of screens, the scene was gone. No more girl, no more bondage. He never looked at the screens. They could only be seen from the storage cabinet, which was behind Brooks’ desk. He shouldn’t have looked. He was seeing things.

      “Do you miss the penthouse?” Luther leaned on the wall. The large windows wrapped around the house and showed a killer view of the beach that led down to the small dock where his boat was tethered.

      Brooks spread his arms out and chuckled. “I don’t hate living on the beach.”

      “I’m sure we’ll get you back to Choaca soon. As soon as I have a second guy to rotate here, then you can start spending half the week at home again.” Luther pressed his knuckles into the wooden wall.

      “I don’t miss it,” he said. “Drake comes down every now and then and watches things so I can go out and fish. The rest of the guys stop by on their rounds. I’ve got company. And plenty of books.”

      Luther shrugged. “I don’t like asking you to do it, still.”

      He was an American, and Brooks—born and raised in Nebraska—nodded his understanding. Adrian Rossi would always get away with how he treated his people in Choaca. Or wherever he had been before. Rossi wasn’t Mexican himself, but he knew how to grease the wheels well enough, he’d always get away with anything he pleased.

      But they never spoke the words aloud.

      Until a little sprite named Maggie came onto his boat and blurted out all the things that had always bothered him about needing Adrian Rossi.

      “I have one more crate.” He pushed off the wall and walked out into the sunlight. He had to stop thinking about Maggie. For his own sanity.

      “You can leave the rest on the dock,” Brooks called after him. “I’ll come down with the dolly.”

      “You know I have to put the ammo in the closet.” Luther grabbed the rope on his gangway and turned back to face the shack. From the beach, it looked like any normal oceanfront inlet. A little ramshackle stilted house off the long dock, a small beach in a round with clear, blue water lapping along it. It wasn’t until a guy really started looking that things seemed off.

      All the cameras on the dock were visible, and at points every five hundred yards or so, there was a pole with a big light on top that held another camera. The lights were almost always off, but the cameras were always on, and they circled through every visible inch of land on the beach and fed both the security shack and the penthouse security room. Mostly, they watched the water.

      Rossi would deploy his private security—the ones who lived on the other side of the island—if they saw anyone even approaching the perimeter in a fishing boat.

      The man took his luxury and privacy seriously.

      Luther grabbed the last red stamp crate and walked off the boat. When he looked up the hill toward the big house, Maggie’s words rang in his ears again. His last brothel…

      The muscles in his arms tightened and his shoulders knit together. She had to be wrong.

      Brooks was waiting with the storage door open and Luther delivered the ammunition. While the other man locked the door, he allowed himself to look straight at the screens.

      The setup was surprisingly similar to the one in the Penthouse, only the feeds were all different. He’d been up in the security room enough to have those ones memorized. Each of those screens rotated to a different camera angle every five seconds, but there were fewer angles up there. None from inside the house. None from the back of the island.

      Luther had never been to either the main house or the back of the island—where they did the hunting.

      But these cameras showed everything. He stayed a beat longer, waiting for all the cameras to rotate through, but there were so many angles, he couldn’t keep looking.

      Brooks took his seat in front of the bank and Luther walked around to stand by the door.

      Off to his right were the living quarters, with the deck off the side, facing the west. For sunsets, Nathan had always said.

      But Nathan was dead now. Luther had cleaned up his friend’s body from Adrian’s penthouse three weeks back. Clean shots, all, but deadly.

      Rossi had been pissed enough to kill security people, and some kind of breach had happened, but Luther had never been told what it was.

      He meant to find out.
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      The next morning, Luther found himself on the dock earlier than he needed to be. Two years in Choaca had brought a strange sort of rhythm. Rossi’s transportation needs, when he didn’t have a big-gun client in town, were minor, and Luther didn’t like being on that dock any more than he needed to be.

      He always carried a pager, in case Adrian needed the boat. Luther’s was the only boat allowed on the island, and it only took fifteen minutes to speed out there.

      With no delivery and no client, he should’ve slept in, done his morning run an hour later, and enjoyed a nice coffee on the strand. Instead, he’d been using his almost nonexistent spy skills to find Maggie.

      I should’ve gone CIA instead of blue line.

      He was on his boat not long after sunrise, reading The Old Man and the Sea and trying to look like he wasn’t waiting for her. As the head of the land-based security team for Rossi Enterprises, he could easily have sent in an order to the penthouse to find the mysterious American.

      Luther didn’t know who to trust anymore. He couldn’t even fully trust himself. She was damn hot, and he hadn’t gotten laid in awhile.

      Except he was surrounded by women when he wanted to be. Hell, he’d been hit on by the United Nations of hotel staff the last couple of weeks, and on the dock, no less. He could have had any one of them.

      So why did he want that little sprite who accused him of all the things his own mind had numbed out long ago.

      “I see you’re hard at work,” came the smirking tone he’d been waiting to hear. When he looked up from his book, Maggie was hanging on a steel railing, her same green shoe dangling off the small gangway.

      She grinned and an uncomfortable warm sensation worked its way across his skin. Luther laid the book across his chest. “I’m not on the job.”

      “But you’re here anyway.” Maggie’s lips slid into a smile. “So dedicated.”

      He shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Her foot landed on the deck and she kept hold of the rope, holding herself in limbo, barely on and barely off his boat. “You gonna order me away again?”

      Luther set his book on the deck. She was only a few feet from him, and he found himself wishing he’d pretended to hide on the second level. At least give him the cushion of the stairs between them. He didn’t like what happened to him around her. All the lines blurred.

      The life he’d carefully constructed in Choaca seemed suddenly precarious with her around.

      “I’ve been waiting for you,” he found himself saying, and shook his head. “I mean, I’ve been expecting you. No. I mean, I knew… Never mind.” He jumped to his feet and came to meet her, toe to toe. “I want to know why you’re here.”

      Her delicate-featured face wound up and she whirled around. “Is there someone watching us?”

      “No. Why would you think—”

      She put her finger on his lips and moved toward him, leaning her little body against his. “A girl likes a little foreplay, before you go for the goods, Luther.”

      The feel of her skin on his mouth made him hungry. For her.

      He almost took that little finger between his teeth, just to see if she knew what she was doing.

      “I don’t have time for foreplay,” he said against her finger.

      “Fine.” She pulled her hand away. “Let’s go somewhere more private anyway. I don’t know if I can trust you yet, and my team’s surveillance isn’t as good as yours.”

      Luther stepped back onto the deck. “You’re going to tell me who sent you, or this conversation is over.”

      “I’ll explain.” Maggie ducked past him and took the stairs up to the second level. She scurried around the port side and Luther followed her, all the way to the front deck that sat just out the slanted windows that hid the captain’s chair.

      Adrian had outfitted the boat almost exclusively in white fabrics, and the sunbed on the front deck glistened in the morning light. Maggie’s colorful clothes and sleeve tattoos contrasted starkly to the empty palette behind her. She sat on the big couch and pulled one leg under her.

      “We’re private contractors,” she said, patting the seat in front of her.

      Luther sat, although it seemed dangerous to be in such close proximity to her. She was the enemy, after all. Wasn’t she? She’d admitted to breaking into the penthouse. His boss’ penthouse. That made her… He didn’t know what that made her, to be honest.

      “Who do you work for?”

      “We represent a group of Americans whose family has been kidnapped by Adrian Rossi and forced into sex slavery.”

      The words landed harder than he’d anticipated. Sex slavery. How had this been happening without his knowledge?

      “How do you know that?”

      Maggie hesitated, looking around the mostly empty dock. “I can’t tell you everything. I need to know you’re going to help us first.”

      Luther fisted his hands and pressed them into the soft couch. “I can’t just help you without some assurance that you’re telling the truth.”

      She sighed. “I get that. Okay, look. It’s not safe here. I don’t have access to all of the feeds, so I don’t know where he’s watching and where he’s not. But I’m going to ask you to trust me.”

      Luther chuckled and leaned back on the couch. “Just like that, huh? Just… betray the man who has protected me for two years. Just trust you, who I only met yesterday. It’s all easy for you to say.”

      Maggie climbed forward, leaning against his chest, and the heat that had been threatening to overtake him came with her, almost drowning him. He wasn’t sure what exactly was happening to him when she was around, but it was unlike any adrenaline rush he’d ever felt before.

      “You can trust me, and you know it.” Her face was mere inches from his. To anyone who might be watching, it looked like she was coming onto him. Was she doing this on purpose?

      “I don’t trust you at all,” he forced out, but his voice betrayed him in its whisper.

      “You do trust me.” She slid a finger down the side of his face. “You don’t quite know why, but deep inside, you trust me.”

      He choked on his breath. “How do you know that?”

      “Because I feel the same way about you.” She held his cheek and lowered her lips to his.

      Luther’s whole body lit on fire and he had to concentrate to keep himself from jumping up and throwing her down against the forty-five-degree-angle windows, and fucking her right there in front of God and everyone. He turned his face away from her kiss and took a long breath. “You don’t know how I feel.”

      “But I do,” she whispered. “You feel like you have to be a part of me, like our bodies belong together. You want to fuck me right here, in the open air, and keep fucking me until neither of us can walk straight.”

      Her voice was so low, so seductive, and he was in such a haze of rushing blood and thoughts, he couldn’t argue with her.

      That’s exactly what I want.

      Luther shook his head, pushing her back onto the couch and scooting away. “For all I know, you’ve got spy lipstick on, with drugs in it, and I’m going to pass out in three seconds so you can take what you want from the boat.”

      Maggie laughed and crawled toward him. “I’m not a spy.”

      He held a hand out to stop her and made sure to grab her shoulder. “I don’t believe you.”

      She took his hand and laced her fingers through his, pulling him to his feet. “Then come with me, and I’ll tell you everything.”

      Luther thought about pulling back, about resisting. But after what he’d seen on the monitors at the boat house, and the strange happenings of the last few weeks, he couldn’t afford to take any chances that she might be right.

      And if it was a trap, it would be the most beautiful trap he could imagine.
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      They entered the apartment building, and Maggie led Luther up the stairs to the door of the team’s flat. Multiple heartbeats sounded from inside. Niko hadn’t answered her text, but there was no turning back now. She turned the key and pushed open the door.

      Andrea and Hannah glanced up and their eyes widened, flashing bright yellow for a brief second.

      “Shit, Mag!” Niko growled from the hall opening. “You could’ve texted or something.”

      “I did, Niko,” she shot back. “Where’s your damn phone?”

      “What the fuck?” Luther slammed the door behind him.

      Maggie caught the glint of metal flash beside her and she whirled. Luther had pulled a Glock and was pointing it straight at Andrea and Hannah.

      Niko snarled, the sound much more animalistic than Maggie wanted to hear at the moment.

      “Don’t you dare, Niko.” She waved off the irate mobster and stepped directly in front of Luther’s raised gun. The last thing she needed was Niko to shift again and all hell to break loose. “Are you going to shoot me?” Maggie asked, attempting to command Luther’s attention. Her eyes narrowed and she breathed deliberately through the thick waves of magick churning between them.

      Dammit. If this is what Rain and Nora had experienced, she didn’t know how they’d managed to ever stop fucking each other.

      He stared through her for several moments, studying the other two women. Then his focus shifted and he met her gaze head on. Heat seared through her body and liquid pooled in her core, dampening her panties. Her legs trembled, but she didn’t move and neither did anyone else.

      Luther lowered his gun and then holstered it beneath his left arm. He licked his lips and then slowly shook his head. “No.”

      “Good.” Maggie tried to make the tension flow out of her body. “Then I can introduce you to the team.”

      “There’s something wrong with those two.” He nodded toward Hannah and Andrea.

      “Nothing that isn’t normal for us. Relax, I told you I’d tell you everything.”

      “Wait.” His forehead wrinkled and he took a step forward.

      Maggie paralleled his movements, keeping her small frame between him and the rest of the team.

      “You work for the hotel. Both of you have been to the docks…” He peered down at her and cocked his head. “Were you the last shot at me?”

      Maggie grinned. “We almost sent Niko, just to test the waters.”

      “Snarly over there?”

      She followed his gaze. Niko had relaxed his stance and was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his white wife-beater.

      “Apparently, all we needed to perk your interest was a tiny tattooed firecracker that doesn’t take no for an answer.” Niko chuckled, flashing Maggie a quick smirk.

      “Bite me,” Maggie bit out.

      “I’m pretty sure that responsibility is going to fall on Luther.”

      She hissed, but the asshole just laughed again.

      Donavan appeared beside Niko, along with Hannah. “Everything okay out here?” Donovan’s Kentucky twang calmed Maggie’s frayed nerves.

      “How many people do you have packed into this tin can of an apartment?” Luther sighed and Maggie felt him relax just slightly.

      “We’re fine. Would you guys all head downstairs for a bit? Luther and I need to discuss the details of our situation?” Maggie tipped her head toward the door.

      Each of the team members nodded, and filed across the room.

      Luther moved aside and they exited the apartment.

      Niko paused beside Maggie and gave Luther a hard stare. “If you hurt her, I’ll rip your tongue out through your throat with my teeth.”

      “Niko,” Maggie hissed.

      The blond smiled and shrugged. “Just letting him know how it’ll be.”

      She shoved him toward the door and he closed it on his way out. A sigh slipped from her chest. Now the hard part really starts.

      “Come sit. I need to show you what we have.” She crossed the room and scooped up her tablet before taking a seat at the small dinette table.

      Luther still hadn’t moved or spoken since everyone had left.

      Maggie patted the spot next to her at the table. “I promise not to bite unless you ask me too.” Damn it. Why did I let that slip out? She tapped the screen and entered the back door she’d programmed into Adrian’s penthouse security feed. Video feeds popped up from all around the island. She spun the tablet and caught his interest. “Have you seen these?”

      He stalked toward the table and sank slowly into the chair beside her. Then took the tablet from her hands.

      Their fingers grazed ever so slightly and her breath was all but vacuumed out of her lungs. Her skin warmed and magick tingled up and down her arm. She wanted to touch him again. And keep touching him. Over and over and over.

      “How do you have this?”

      His question shook her imagination out of the raunchy gutter it’d crawled into, and she blinked. “When we broke into Adrian’s security room in the penthouse, I left myself a back door so I could find the hidden feeds.”

      He tapped one of the small camera feeds and made it larger on the tablet. “What is this? I’ve never seen this before.”

      “It’s somewhere on the island. That’s all we know. The source of all these feeds is somewhere out on that island.”

      “I saw something today…a girl in a white dress…”

      “That’s the uniform that his female servants wear.”

      “Female servants?”

      “Yes. But that’s hardly the worst of it.” Maggie took the tablet from his hands and typed in the time code for the horrible scene she’d seen that morning. When she’d shown it to the team, no one had been able to speak for several hours.

      She tapped to make the feed start playing and handed it back to him. Thank the gods there was no sound on the cameras or she’d probably need to vomit.

      “This is going to be very hard to watch.” Maggie slipped out of her chair and walked across the kitchen. She didn’t want to see it again. Didn’t need to. The pain that poor woman had experienced as a human and a wolf was etched into her mind’s eye for all eternity.

      If she couldn’t convince him with words, this was her only chance. He had to see the atrocities with his own eyes. Feel their pain in his soul. The good, caring, protective soul she knew he had. He’d just buried it.

      “Fuck.” Luther laid the tablet on the table and looked up at Maggie. “I can’t believe this has been happening under my nose…” His eyes traveled back to the screen again. “Fucking hell, what are they going to do with that cattle prod?”

      “You need to watch. You won’t understand why it’s so imperative that we stop him unless you keep watching.” Maggie gritted her teeth and breathed deeply through her nose. Please don’t run. Please don’t run. The phrase ran over and over through her mind.

      “What the fucking shit? She changed and then…” He stood abruptly, knocking his chair backward. “What the hell.”

      “They electrocuted her until her wolf took over. We’re stronger in wolf form. Her instincts wanted her to fight back.” She unbuttoned her shirt and let it drop to the floor. She toed off her shoes and then pulled off her socks.

      Luther stared. “We?” His eyes were filled with confusion and disbelief. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Her shorts were next. And panties. Then her bra.

      His eyes devoured her naked body. As angry and confused as he was, the attraction he felt for her couldn’t be dismissed.

      The pull between them was stronger than ever.

      Maggie closed her eyes and embraced the warmth of the magick that always surrounded her. Her skin tingled and she sank to the floor as she called her wolf spirit forward.
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      Luther couldn’t breathe. The animal practically materialized in front of him, out of Maggie’s body. It was the most sensual thing he had ever seen, the way she peeled off her clothing, and then became this beautiful wolf.

      There were any number of drugs that could’ve produced this hallucination. He wasn’t sure how Maggie fed them to him, but it was pure genius. She should work for the CIA.

      He could get her an in.

      With a shake of his head, he stepped back. “Shit, this is good stuff, whatever I’m on right now. Because I swear, everyone is turning into fucking wolves.”

      The air shimmered again and Maggie stood in front of him, completely naked, her tight body humming with energy. He had a much better vantage on her tattoos, without clothes to hinder him. The dark greens and blues and purples wound their way up her arms and fanned out onto her shoulders. The creamy white skin stood out against the thick, rich colors—the flowers, the vines. He couldn’t name any of them, but they gave her a spritely air.

      Her nipples pointed at him, begging for his touch, but Luther steeled himself. If this was all a hallucination, he didn’t want to let himself go there.

      “You’re not on anything,” she said. “Except maybe magick, but no drugs.”

      “Of course, you’re going to say that.” He took another step back. “You’re fucking around with me.”

      “I am absolutely not doing that.”

      “Then I’m just supposed to believe that you can…that you’re some kind of, what, werewolf?” He shook his head. “No.”

      “Not exactly like werewolves that you would’ve heard of. We’re not a hybrid race. We don’t become werewolves. We’ve got wolf spirits in us that take wolf form. It’s the result of some very powerful spells that were cast two thousand years ago.”

      She kept nodding at him, like it was the most sane thing she’d ever heard of. Standing naked in a sparse little living room, turning back and forth from wolf to human.

      This was fucking nuts.

      “You saw it on the screen.” She pointed to the tablet. “I was just proving it to you.”

      He didn’t want to look back at the screen. The girl, the torture. And worst of all, he recognized the two men in the frame. Would he have hallucinated Drake and the rich Italian who’d come to visit Adrian last week?

      At least it wasn’t some Hollywood thing with green screens. No way they would’ve gotten Drake and Mr. Italy to pose for something like that. But the way Maggie had just…changed…no way that was real.

      Maggie crossed her arms under her perky tits and settled her weight onto one foot. “I promise you, you’re not on drugs.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      She sighed and shimmered into the wolf again. This time, she walked up to him and nuzzled at his hand. He could feel the moist pad of her nose on his palm, then the coarse, thick fur between his fingers. He grabbed the animal with both hands and knelt on the ground.

      Luther gazed into the creature’s eyes, holding the fur of its neck in each hand, flexing his fingers through it, then stopping. It sure as hell felt real.

      But why would a wolf be this close to him and not bite his face off?

      Instead, the wolf’s tongue darted out and licked his cheek. It was wet and warm and…so real.

      He sat on the ground, dumbfounded. No way this was real.

      In another flash of air, his hands were around Maggie’s shoulders. His tanned, roughened hands were a stark contrast to the colorful tattoos and white creamy skin. Her eyes were the same dark, solid brown. She stared at him while he tried to normalize his breathing.

      “Do I need to shift again?” Her eyes flickered back and forth, moving between his, a rounded concern etched there.

      “No.” He relaxed his hands and they dropped to the floor. Maggie was practically straddling him, and he could smell a sharp, musky scent that could only have been her arousal.

      A glance down, and he could see her natural bush hovering just over his thighs. She was buck-ass naked, and he was too horny for his own good. The silence seemed to swirl with something that made him hard and urged him forward, toward Maggie.

      But he couldn’t. He refused to think about sex at a time like this.

      Of course, his dick was another story, and if she was looking in his lap the way he’d just looked at hers, she would see the outline of his erection against his shorts. He picked her up and set her on the floor.

      “Then what do you need?” she asked, sitting back on her heels.

      “I don’t understand any of this.”

      “Hang on.” Maggie stood and went to her clothes, reaching for her shirt. “Let me go get the guys. They can all shift in front of you and then maybe you’ll believe me.”

      “No.” He caught her arm and stopped her in front of him, trying to ignore her nakedness. “I don’t need to see any more.”

      “So tell me. What do you need?”

      Luther got to his feet and paced in front of the kitchen table. “Tell me what the hell is going on here.”

      Maggie wrapped her arms around her body, bouncing on her toes. “Adrian Rossi is a wolf. We call ourselves Moonbound, because the curse gave us the power of the wolf, but bound us to the moon. My family has been tracking him since we realized he’d been running a werewolf brothel in Guadalajara.”

      Luther pressed his palms into his eyes. “Werewolf brothel. What, the actual, fuck?”

      “Just…you saw what they were doing on the video. We found out he’s doing it again here, in Choaca. Only this time, he’s gotten smarter. He moved his operation somewhere he could contain it and control it. And he’s got security now.”

      Images of his first hiring meeting flickered through Luther’s mind. Something Owen had said… We won’t make the same mistakes again. We need professionals. Inferences to some kind of coup among the island staff. Was that what Maggie meant?

      “Adrian is a psychopath.” Luther looked around for his gun. He couldn’t remember putting it… There. He felt plastic butt and the snap of the holster. He had put it back. “Something has to be done.”

      Maggie’s eyes brightened. “Yes. We have a plan.”

      “Fuck the plan.” He pulled his gun. “I’ll handle this myself.” He turned on his heel and stalked out of the apartment.

      Maggie called after him, but he didn’t care. At least she was naked and wouldn’t run out into the street after him.

      He had to fix this—it was all his fault.

      If he’d been smarter, if he’d spoken up… None of his friends would be dead. These girls wouldn’t be undergoing torture at the hands of a madman.

      It was time to do something about Adrian Rossi.

      For fucking good.
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      “Luther!” Maggie snatched one of Hannah’s maxi dresses off the back of the couch, slipped it on, then ran to the kitchenette area and slid her feet into her all-terrain hikers. It wasn’t an Andrea approved outfit, but it was faster than trying to get all the buttons done up on her clothes.

      She darted out of the apartment and down the stairs, her footsteps pounding on the rickety steps. Damn. For as big a guy as he was, he could move fast. He couldn’t be that far. He’d been on foot.

      Maggie glanced up the alley and down. Several people were trudging along the sidewalk. The one old guy who always sat and smoked was in his regular spot.

      “Mr. Ray, did you see a big man leave?” She held up her hands, trying to convey Luther’s size. Between her choppy Spanish and that, she hoped he got the gist.

      “Si,” he replied and point to the left.

      “Gracias.” She hiked her dress up to her knees and took off running, weaving in and out between street vendors and slowly moving taxicabs.

      He was headed for the docks. She had to catch him before he got on that boat and took off half-cocked.

      There was a plan. Dammit. He couldn’t do this by himself, no matter how guilty he felt.

      She made the ten-minute run to the docks, pushing herself until her lungs burned. He can’t leave. He can’t do this alone. Adrian will kill him. She didn’t want to lose him. They’d only just met, but he was already part of her. Losing him would tear out a piece of her soul.

      When she turned onto the wooden planks, she spotted him a dozen yards ahead.

      Maggie put her head down and ran harder. The dock flew beneath her feet and she hurled her smaller body into Luther’s massive frame just as he was turning to cross the gangway up to the boat. She wrapped her body around his shoulders and her momentum took them both over the edge and into the warm water.

      She surfaced first and gasped for a breath.

      Luther’s head popped up a second later. “What the fuck was that?” He shook his head and water sprayed into her face.

      She sputtered and wiped her face. The long knit dress was wrapping around her legs and her sneakers were full of water, slowing her ability to tread effectively. Her head slipped under and salt water filled her mouth. She pumped her arms vigorously and pushed herself above the surface again, coughing water and gasping for air.

      He was next to her a moment later, wrapping an arm around her waist. “I’ve got you.” Luther held her close to his body and easily kept her above the surface as he swam the length of the boat.

      He grabbed the ladder railing on the platform at the back of the yacht and halfway pushed her up out of the water.

      Still caught in the long dress, Maggie stumbled twice before managing to find footing and make it all the way on board. She tugged at the top of the dress, but the weight of the wet knit kept sliding down her chest until her breasts were all but completely exposed. Her boobs weren’t big enough to hold it up. Nearly an extra foot of fabric pooled on the floor around her feet.

      “Do you not know how to swim? You could’ve died!” Luther roared, climbing onto the platform. “What the fuck?” His hands were on her shoulders, rubbing up and down. Then he cupped her face, tipping it upward until their gaze met. Genuine worry filled his soft brown eyes.

      He cares. About me. At least it wasn’t one-sided.

      “I can swim fine. Just not in a dress and sneakers.” She widened her stance and crossed her arms over her very barely covered chest. “If you hadn’t run off all commando-on-a-mission, I wouldn’t have had to chase you.”

      “So you almost drowning was my fault? Even though both of us could’ve been killed if we’d hit the dock or the side of the boat the wrong way?”

      “I assumed you had a thick skull similar to mine,” Maggie snapped. “Am I wrong?”

      A rumble of frustration vibrated from his throat and suddenly his mouth was covering hers. Magick flared between them and she sighed with relief into his mouth. His lips were hard and demanding, his tongue devoured her mouth.

      The taste of saltwater mixed with his natural scent and she growled, sliding her hands beneath his shirt and up the wet skin of his chest as far as she could reach.

      Her body ached, needing his to fill the void in her body and her heart. She’d never considered that her mate might be a human, but now with everything going on, she wanted him safely linked and bonded to her as fast as possible. Anything could happen.

      “Stop thinking,” he muttered against her mouth. Luther untied the halter strap and yanked on the wet dress, until she was bare from the waist up. One more hard pull bared her completely.

      She slipped her feet out of the squishy hiking shoes and he lifted her so she could wrap her legs around him. One hand cupped her ass and he whirled, carrying her up to the covered deck of the yacht, never once moving his mouth from hers.

      The magick pulled hard at him too. Maggie could feel it coming off him in waves. Her skin was warming, and the dampness of the harbor air sent a shiver across her.

      Luther pressed her into a leathery couch that sat against the edge of the upper deck, still refusing to break their kiss. By the gods, he was as hungry for her as she was for him. Maggie moaned into his mouth. She ached in a way she never had before.

      “Naked,” she mumbled against his lips and tugged at his shirt.

      He pushed her arms away and pressed her harder into the cushions of the couch, moving his mouth along her collarbone and down to her nipples. Fire spread through her belly and her clit throbbed, threatening to overwhelm what little sense she still retained control over.

      She grabbed for the button on his pants, and got one hand inside and around his hard dick.

      He sucked in a quick breath and snatched her wrist, moving her hand away. “Not so fast.”

      “Need you.” The words came out in a whisper. “Now.”

      His hand dropped hers and he palmed her small breasts, rolling her erect nipples between his thumbs and forefingers until she arched her back off the couch. She was going to come before he got anywhere near her clit at this rate. “Luther, please.”

      He stood and yanked off his holster before removing his wet shirt. He dropped his pants next, revealing a cock Maggie couldn’t wait to get inside her. She sat up on the couch and he sat down next to her. Before she could say a word, he’d grabbed her beneath her arms and set her down across his lap.

      His slid into her slick sex and she let her head drop back as a shudder of pure pleasure rocked through her. She squeezed his hips with her knees and relaxed, allowing him to go even deeper. A whimper slipped between her lips as he began lifting and pulling her up and down his length. Slowly at first. Gently allowing her body to stretch and adjust to the intrusion. Then harder and harder, looking for the same release she needed.

      Since she’d met him, her body had longed for his moment. This singular point in time where everything was perfect.

      There were no worries. No mission. Nothing existed except Luther and the magick that wound itself around their hearts.

      She ran her palms over his slick skin, reveling in his strength and size. She was so small in comparison, but it didn’t matter. They were a perfect match. Fate never made mistakes. She trusted that truth implicitly.

      Maggie caressed his face, pulling him closer. He tipped his head, and she slanted her mouth over his, tasting him slowly as he pumped up and down, stroking her until the orgasm was so tightly coiled the slightest movement against her clit would set her off.

      She moaned into his mouth, a growl rumbling from deep inside her chest. Sex had never been like this before. She’d never been able to feel every stroke. Every nudge. Each of his thrusts grew stronger than the last.

      They drove each other toward a mutual release. When it hit, Maggie gasped as air fled her lungs. She fisted her hands in his hair and pulled her mouth away from his. Every muscle in her body contracted. He continued to drive deep, taking her higher and higher. She cried out as a second climax crashed over her.

      He slammed her down on top of him and groaned as he shuddered deep and long. Luther buried his face in her shoulder, his breath warm and ragged.

      She stayed still on his lap. Content to be held in his arms and sated for the time being. Her mind wandered in its post-orgasmic bliss and she inhaled deeply, focusing on the sound of his racing heartbeat slowing a little with each succeeding breath and exhalation.
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      Luther took in a long breath. The salt water and the sex mixed in his nose until he couldn’t smell anything but Maggie. Her skin still tasted of the ocean.

      Fuck.

      He hadn’t just had mad, hurried sex with her, had he? His mind spun. There was a moment, after he pulled her out of the water, when he could have sworn he saw red. The sound of her gasping for breath and choking had almost stopped his heart. How could he care so much about a woman he’d known for hours when he had slept with other women on and off for years and could barely remember where they lived?

      Somehow, though, with Maggie, it’d been different. Luther found himself grinding his teeth and stopped, setting his jaw. It wasn’t different. It was just sex.

      He couldn’t move his legs, and it wasn’t the sprite sitting on him. His eyes felt heavy and tired. Except it was three in the afternoon. He shouldn’t be this tired.

      Nope. It was just sex.

      “You…are…unbelievable,” Maggie panted into his hair.

      Luther tried to push her back, off him, but he didn’t have the strength. He lay against the couch; his face buried in her skin, her arms around him, and tried to catch his breath.

      If he hadn’t just felt the rush of adrenaline, he would’ve assumed she’d drugged him again. But had all that stuff with the wolf been real?

      He wouldn’t be able to feel everything he felt if she had really drugged him. It wouldn’t all seem so lucid.

      Maybe he was going crazy. Given his life, he wouldn’t doubt it was possible.

      Maggie rolled off him and squished onto the couch with a contented sigh. “That was exactly what I needed.”

      Luther sucked in a long, slow breath, hoping the scent of sex would stop enveloping him, now that her skin was away from his senses, but all he could smell or taste was Maggie. And the horrible thing was, he wanted more.

      But her nakedness reminded him of the apartment floor and the wolf…and the images he’d seen on the tablet.

      Horrific. True.

      Which meant the wolf stuff was true, too. He’d seen enough of the crazy world to be unsurprised by any truth, but it still squeezed at his heart.

      I have to do something about Adrian.

      She sat up and glanced around the deck, pushing at the edge of the low table in front of them with graceful toes. “You have a nice, secluded spot here. I don’t even think anyone saw us.”

      Shit. Luther followed her gaze, covering every visible spot. No faces. No eyes. And his one requirement when he’d taken the job had been no cameras on his boat. They had practically told him he’d have to live on the boat, but he made Owen promise. No cameras.

      At least Brooks wouldn’t be watching him have sex with the strange little American, whacking off in the beach house on the island. That would’ve been the last straw.

      When he’d agreed to work for Adrian, he gave up his life for the protection he could only get from a kingpin like Rossi. But he wouldn’t give up his dignity.

      “So, are you going to say something?” She pushed on his still-wet calf with one of her toes. “Or was I just…that…good?” Maggie leaned across his body and pressed a kiss on him.

      Luther spread her lips with his tongue, delving into her mouth with the same hunger he’d felt before. He could feel it building again, threatening to overtake him like it just had. He pulled back. Stopped it.

      “I didn’t mean for that to happen.” He settled Maggie onto the couch and looked around for her wet dress. Where had they left it?

      “You don’t have to apologize.” A smile spread across her face. “It was fantastic.”

      “I wasn’t apologizing for the quality of the sex.” He jumped up from the couch and fixed his clothes so they covered all the important parts of him. “You should go back to your apartment.”

      Maggie scoffed and stood. “Go back to my apartment? After that? I don’t think so.” She advanced on him, sticking out one finger. “You were on a rampage. You’re ready to join us, and we need you.”

      “I’m not joining anyone.” He put his hands on his hips and took a wide stance, gazing out across the bay, toward the island. “I’ve got my own beef with Rossi and I’ll settle it my own way.”

      “Beef?” She stalked around him and stood between Luther and the door to the main interior of the boat. “You make it sound like a misunderstanding or something. He is abusing and trafficking girls…and probably boys, for all we know. That’s not a beef. That’s a crime, Luther.”

      He worked his jaw and tried to ignore her. “There’s enough crime to go around on this boat, Maggie. I seem to remember you telling me that you were the ones who killed my friends.”

      She grunted like he’d punched her in the stomach. “Your friends? No. We killed Adrian Rossi’s employees, who I might add, were trying to kill us.”

      Luther narrowed his eyes, finally taking on her pointed gaze. “I am one of Adrian Rossi’s employees.”

      Maggie reached for his face and the spark nearly made him jump. “But you’re a good man, I know you are. I knew you would want to help us.”

      The clench in his stomach was back at those words. Good man. He took in a slow breath, trying not to let his anger show. “I am not a good man.”

      “But you are.” Her fingertips moved along his jaw and Luther tried not to indulge the tiny spark of something warm that lit inside with every touch. “I know who you are. You thought you could hide, but I find everything.”

      Luther almost choked on his breath. He couldn’t speak. She couldn’t have found him. He’d gone through too much trouble hiding. It was impossible. He tried to shake off her hand, but she gripped him.

      “You’re a cop.” Her other hand snaked up and held his face still. Maggie pinned him with a compassionate look that sent knives into his heart. “Your bosses did a pretty good job of faking your death, but I found you. I saw your commendations, your academy record, the newspaper stories. You may have gotten caught up in a cartel, but you were never a villain. Not like Rossi.”

      He still couldn’t find his breath and, for the first time in years, emotion burned up the back of his throat, threatening tears. He couldn’t let this back in.

      “Stop,” he choked out. “Just stop.”

      “I’m not going to stop.” She stepped toward him, pressing her taut body against his and reminding him of the solace he’d just taken in her.

      “You think you know so much.” Luther shook his head. He hooked his hands under her shoulders and walked her backwards until her body slammed against the window that showed into the galley.

      Her eyes went wide and her mouth dropped open. Did she think I was going to kiss her? Dammit, I still just want to kiss her.

      Luther steeled himself and lowered his voice to a growl. “You don’t know me, Maggie. And don’t pretend that you do, just because you found some article online. I’m not some saint cop you think has been wronged.”

      Fire rose up inside him at the memories from his past. He saw flashes of gunfire and faces from long ago. Angry, he tried to tamp it all back down, but he could feel tears of fury crowding the corners of his eyes.

      “I’m a villain. No different from Adrian Rossi. And while I may not approve of what he does, he is my boss. I work for him. He protects me. I’m not going to throw all that away because you show me a few things on a computer screen that you might have doctored to high heaven.”

      Her face wrinkled in confusion and her fists closed around his shirt. “You don’t mean that.”

      “I fucking mean it.”

      “You can’t! Ten minutes ago, you were on a rampage to get down here and get on the island and kick some Rossi ass. What the hell happened?”

      Luther gritted his teeth and regret pinged in his chest, but he had to make the break and make it clean. “I got what I wanted from you, little wolf. You were good, but not that good. So just take your self-righteous crusade and what’s left of your dignity, and go back to your pack or whatever. Leave me the hell alone.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You can’t mean that. Something happened, and I don’t know what it was, but you can’t possibly want to protect a man like Rossi after you found out what he’s doing.”

      He swooped so close to her face, he could smell the sweet salt still on her tongue from the ocean. Luther hissed at her, “I need Rossi.” He backed away, gathering every ounce of strength he still possessed and ignoring every urge to swoop her up and close the chasm he’d opened between them. “And I need you to go.”

      Luther reached into the galley and swiped one of his official resort staff shirts. Button-up and blue, and it had the name Frost embroidered on the pocket. “Here. Now you won’t have to do your walk of shame in a wet dress. I’m going down to change clothes, and when I get back, I want you to be gone.”

      He turned his back on her. “And don’t come back.”
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      Maggie stared at the door Luther disappeared through. What. The. Fuck.

      She slipped into the dry shirt and picked up the soggy dress from the deck floor. Following him into the cabin crossed her mind, but his absolute statements had knocked her out of sorts.

      He was her mate. He was a good man.

      Possibly an asshole, but deep down he was good.

      He had to be.

      Shoving her feet into her still-wet shoes, she climbed the stairs to the upper deck and crossed the gangway. The shirt flapped around her knees in the afternoon wind. She should’ve been embarrassed by her walk of shame, but she couldn’t have cared less.

      Something was wrong with Luther. There had to be something she’d missed when she did the research into his background. He’d called himself a villain and said he needed Rossi. Nobody needed Rossi—that was for damn sure. If Luther thought he did, then he had to be afraid of something else.

      Maggie trudged down the dock, her shoes squelching with each step. Her poor heals would look like water balloons by the time she got to the apartment if she tried to make it all the way back like this. She waved down a taxi and climbed into the first one that stopped.

      A few minutes later she was back at the apartment. She hollered Alex’s name from the street. He’d be home. He rarely left Julianna’s apartment.

      He and Niko emerged from the main building entrance. Both of them gave her a once over. Neither of them said a word.

      Bless them.

      “I’m going to take a shower. I’ll be down in a few. Is Julianna home yet? I need to talk to her.”

      Alex paid the cabby and then shook his head. “Not yet. Should be in about ten minutes.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      Niko raised his eyebrows and moved out of her way. “Is he in?”

      “He will be,” Maggie answered and left them both in the alley.

      

      When she entered Alex and Julianna’s apartment a half hour later, she was in a comfortable tank, denim shorts, and flip-flops. No make up and she’d let her hair do whatever the hell it wanted after the shower.

      At least the salt water and the scent of Luther was gone for now. Thinking would be easier without the constant reminder of what she’d left on the dock.

      “Maggie,” Julianna waved from the kitchen across the room. “Come on over and help me wrap these flautas for dinner.”

      Niko and Alex were sitting on the couch with Dani, all three in headphones trying to talk over each other on a Skype call with Dani’s father. Updates for the alpha council on their progress—or lack thereof—and Dani getting them another wire transfer to cover living expenses.

      “Where are the others?” Maggie crossed the room and stood next to the counter of shredded beef and warm corn tortillas.

      “I sent them out for some fruit. All of ours is gone.”

      She chuckled. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “It shouldn’t have surprised me. But I wanted some pineapple and none of them hesitated to fulfill that request.”

      “Your mate is sitting on the couch.” Maggie thumbed toward Alex.

      Julianna’s laugh filled the kitchen. “I don’t even think he heard me ask. He likes to act like he’s in charge on the update calls. Plus, the others popped up from their card game and ran out the door almost immediately. So it wasn’t a big deal.”

      “Cravings?” Maggie started rolling beef in a tortilla and jabbed a toothpick through the center before laying it on a plate to be fried.

      “Yes. At least pineapple is pretty easy to find and smells nice. Last time I wanted pickled pigs feet. Poor Alex.” Julianna snickered. “I think he was close to puking the whole ride home with that jar.”

      “Totally off the topic of your strange pregnancy cravings, is Luther an asshole?”

      Maggie recounted the events as they’d occurred.

      Julianna sighed and nodded. “We found the same info you did. Undercover cop. Someone faked his death, although it didn’t seem important who did it. Cold. Broody. An asshole to pretty much everyone. My dad gave him a working interview and hired him by the end of the week.” She shrugged. “He’s worked for him for two years, and he’s always been short and gruff whenever we’ve interacted. He lives on that boat. Dad offered to get him a place in town, but he asked for the smallest room on the yacht and that was that.” Julianna leaned against the counter and looked down at her. “Is he really your… mate?” she asked, her voice barely over a whisper. I’m so sorry.”

      Maggie gritted her teeth. “I’m not.” She just needed to figure out what it was her mate was actually running from. “I’ll do some more digging, then. Something is wrong and I missed it. I hate missing things.”
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      Luther squeezed the tequila bottle and slammed it on the galley counter. He never got into the stash on the boat, even though it was his home. But the flashes of his past…

      They wouldn’t stop.

      He wiped at his mouth and put the cap back on the bottle. He didn’t need alcohol. And he sure as hell didn’t need to get drunk. That had never worked before.

      What he really needed was to run. It was the only thing that really took away the sting of the fact that he couldn’t really run—that he had to stay in Choaca.

      He stowed the bottle back in the locked liquor cabinet and walked down the hall to his small bedroom. His muscles twitched. He stripped off his clothes and stretched. Everything felt on edge.

      Luther slipped on one of the four matching pairs of black sweat-wicking shorts and grabbed his running shoes. The bed creaked under him as he sat down and pulled socks on. A shiver ran up his back and he yanked hard on his laces.

      “Going somewhere, sailor?” The voice came from his bedroom door and he didn’t need to turn around to know who it was.

      “I thought I told you not to come back.” Luther worked his jaw and slid on his other shoe, tying it quickly.

      “Yeah, you’ll find I’m not a very good listener.” Her footsteps plunked across the hardwood floor.

      His shoulders tensed and he dragged in a breath. “I’ll call the police.”

      “No, you won’t.” The bed creaked again when she sat down. “We need to talk.”

      “Is this some kind of wolf thing?” He pushed himself up and rifled through his drawer to find a shirt. Before he could slip it over his head, her hot fingers were on his shoulder.

      “Don’t push me away, Luther.” With a tiny sigh, she added, “I mean… Chris…”

      He froze with the shirt in midair. All the oxygen seemed to suck out of the room. His throat closed around his response.

      No. She couldn’t know. It’d been a slip. Impossible.

      Luther tried to speak, but no words would come. If he acknowledged that name, it was like undoing all of the long years he’d spent erasing it.

      Erasing him.

      “It didn’t make any sense to me.” Maggie traced something on his shoulder. He had to flex out of habit at the shadow of what should’ve been there.

      It wasn’t there anymore. How could she know it should be there?

      “One minute, you’re ready to kill Rossi. The next minute, you’re defending him.” Her fingers continued to move over the scarred skin.

      He still couldn’t speak. The spell might break if he responded. He could not be Chris Parker anymore. No matter what she knew.

      Did she have my fingerprints? Rossi had said he’d erased them. They shouldn’t lead back to Parker. How did she find him?

      “But I did a little digging. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before.” One fingertip slid around the edge of the shamrock leaves that no longer graced his skin, like she could see their memory.

      “Don’t,” was all he could manage. His heart stuck in his throat.

      “The only picture of Luther Frost before 2012 was the police academy headshot. But that was ’99.” Her hand closed over his shoulder, where Parker’s mark would have been. “You look enough like him, I didn’t even look twice.”

      Luther shook his head and his body stiffened. “Maggie. Leave it be.”

      I am Luther Frost.

      He remembered the unending days in that dark basement in Providence. All he had let himself think, for weeks. Chris Parker is dead. I am Luther Frost.

      There was no time for dark basements. He couldn’t afford to let himself believe that Chris Parker was still alive.

      “I’m not going to let you hide behind this…whatever fantasy life you’ve concocted trying to play the criminal. I don’t believe it’s who you really are.”

      Luther dropped his shirt and spun around, lifting her off her feet and pinning her to the hard wood of the closet door. “You don’t know me.”

      Her eyes widened and glistened with emotion. It tore through his carefully constructed anger. All his muscles relaxed at once and he dropped her to her feet. She landed with a thud on the hardwood.

      “No, I don’t. But I know Fate. And you are mine, Luther Frost. Or Chris Parker, or whoever you are. I don’t know why. But I know you are mine.” She crossed her arms under her breasts and took a long breath. “And I know Fate wouldn’t give me someone who was, in his heart, a bad man.”

      Fear clawed at him, at his resolve. Fate. He’d believed in Fate once. Or God. But no more. “I’m not yours. No one gave me to anyone.”

      “See, that’s where you’re wrong.” Maggie reached across the space between them and her hand made contact with his cheek.

      Luther felt the spark of energy blazing down into the center of his being, from every point her skin contacted his. He’d never felt anything like it.

      “I know you can feel that.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “You’ve seen my wolf. You know magick is real. And Fate is real, too. You can call her God or whatever you want, but she’s real, and she makes the magick between us because it’s the way we know we’re supposed to be together.”

      He shook his head. “That’s bullshit.”

      “No. It’s magick.” She stroked his skin, down his neck, and rested over his heart. “It’s the reason you had to fuck me this afternoon. It’s the reason you can’t breathe for a second when I touch you. Or when you touch me. It’s the reason you feel like you’re compelled toward me.” Maggie closed her eyes and sucked a breath in, then blew it out slowly. Her hand still on his chest, she leaned toward him and then away as she breathed.

      He found himself rocking back and forth with her.

      “It’s all instinct,” she said. “It’s how we know we’ve found our mate.”

      Mate. That word should terrify him, as much time as he’d spent running from commitment in his life. But somehow, when Maggie said it like that—low and urgent and reverent…like a prayer—he believed it.

      “You’re human, so it will be foreign to you at first. But I promise you, if you follow the magick, you’ll feel it, too.”

      “Oh, I feel it.” Luther clapped his jaw shut, as soon as the words came out of him. Why would I admit that?

      “Then why fight it?”

      He gritted his teeth against the comfort that settled over him with each breath of Maggie’s, holding her hand on his crazy-beating heart. He couldn’t let her in, not when she knew who he was. And she was American, on top of it.

      I can never cross that border again.

      Rossi couldn’t protect him in America.

      “Because you don’t know me. I don’t care what you believe about Fate or whatever bullshit thing you think brought you here.” He took her by the wrist and took her hand from his body. “You’re part of some seriously weird shit, and I’m not going to get involved in it.”

      Maggie pushed at him. “Well, if you think that’s enough to get rid of me, then you don’t know me.” She stepped into his space, her hot breath on his skin, her gaze fluttering between his eyes. “I wasn’t even supposed to go on this stupid mission. My brother should’ve come. Only they needed a computer whiz. So I had to, and I’ve spent the rest of the trip wondering why I’m here.”

      Luther couldn’t move. With her body so close, all he could think was how much he wanted to fuck her again. He was already hard—he couldn’t remember a moment of Maggie’s touch when he wasn’t on the verge of an erection. But that would be the mother of all mistakes. He tried to keep silent.

      “I’ve thought I found my mate before, y’know.” She put her hands on her hips and rolled her tongue inside her mouth. “Yeah. Six times, mind you. But they were all just…placeholders. Now that I’ve found the real thing. There is no mistaking the real thing. Fate doesn’t lie.”

      His muscles twitched. If she didn’t back off soon, he was going to kiss the hell out of her, just to get some peace in his body and mind again. “You’re just horny,” he hissed out, his breath thin. “So was I. It’s an itch, Mag, that’s all it is.”

      “That’s all this is?” She snaked her hand into his shorts and grabbed his dick.

      Pressure built in his abdomen, like he might come right there on her fingers. He bore down, thinking boner-chilling thoughts. But he could still fucking cut glass. He wanted to be inside her.

      “That,” he managed, “is my dick.”

      “I know.” She stroked it. “You get hard so fast. And I can see it in your eyes. You want to fuck me.”

      “Shit, Maggie.” He forced air from his lungs. “You are torturing me.”

      She kept moving her hand on the sensitive skin of his erection. “I’m not torturing you, Luther. You’re torturing yourself.” She released him and he heard the slick zip of her shorts, and then the light thwuck of them hitting the floor. “You can have me whenever you want me.”

      Luther walked her back against the closet in one swift step. His cock slid between their bodies, against the soft material of his shorts, up her stomach, as he pressed himself against her and dipped his head for a kiss. She slid his shorts down, just low enough to free his erection, and climbed up his body, hooking her legs over his hips.

      He anchored himself against the closet and thrust hard, guiding himself into her. The visceral release of being inside her was almost enough to bring on his orgasm. Instead, she angled her head for a deeper kiss and he kept thrusting, like they belonged this way.

      The urgency that had been driving him had suddenly abated, and he wanted to stay like this forever. Driving into her, making her pant into his kiss, feeling her hard little nipples graze his flesh through her tank.

      This felt like home in a way home never had.

      Maggie released his lips and held on to his neck. “Fuck me.” She gripped him tight with her athletic legs and he pounded harder…faster…deeper. Always, though, release was just one more thrust away, but never there.

      She turned her head and whispered, her words slipping an electric current straight to his belly, “You are mine, Chris Parker.”

      He growled his release and felt the seed leaving his body as he poured himself into her. Everything left him. All the years of being alone. All the pain. All the fear that someone would know him for who he really was.

      A cop killer.

      Chris Parker.

      Each thrust brought a little more relief. She knew him. She’d had called him by name. She claimed him. He was hers.

      Luther walked her to the bed and dropped her onto her back, continuing to fuck her. She just clung to his neck and whispered over and over, “You are mine. You are mine. You belong to me.”

      Chris Parker was alive.

      “Fuck,” he whispered into the familiar bedspread. “I’m so sorry. Maggie.”

      Her giggle was unmistakable. She laughed. He pulled back and caught her gaze, then rolled onto his side and slid out of her.

      “Don’t hear me complaining.” A smile slipped across her beautiful lips, lighting her whole face. “I needed that as much as you did.”

      Luther panted, catching the breath he’d finally found. “I needed that?”

      She touched his chest again, where his heart beat a wild drum beneath her fingertips. “There are things you just know about your mate. We’re not totally connected yet, because that takes a special kind of bond. But I can sense things about you that I can’t sense about other people. It’s a magick thing.”

      He scraped a hand through his hair. “None of this makes any sense to me—how you know these things.”

      “It doesn’t have to.” Maggie drummed her fingers on his chest. “You’ll learn.” She pushed herself off the bed and slipped on the jean shorts she’d been wearing.

      “Where are you going?” He pulled up his own shorts and sat up, looking around for his shirt. “I live here, y’know. You don’t actually have to leave.”

      She leaned into him and found his lips with hers. “How quickly a fucked leopard changes his spots.” Another giggle.

      Surprising as fuck, this woman. Ten minutes ago, she’s pissed. Now, she’s laughing. Maybe we are perfect for each other, after all.

      Maggie sank down on top of him and straddled him. “You need to know that I’m in this for the long haul.”

      “Given that I didn’t know you until yesterday, I’m not worried about the long haul yet.” He shook his head and laid back on the bed, letting her hang over him, resting her hands on his chest.

      “But you will be when I tell you why I’m here.”

      Something gripped his heart. Chris Parker. She wanted his help with Rossi. He bucked his hips and she slid off him, onto the bed.

      “I can’t help you.” He curled his hands into fists of bedspread and flesh and anger. “Whether you know about Chris or not.”

      “You think that if people find out you killed the real Luther Frost, they’re going to put you in jail. But I’m telling you, I can help you with that.” She bounced on her knees beside him. “I am a freaking genius, Luther—Chris. I can do anything I want to your identity. I can make you a whole new one. You don’t have to be either of them anymore. You can just be you.”

      He pulled on the fabric. “That’s not it. I told you. I need Rossi.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Yes, I do.” He jumped to his feet, panic unfurling inside like a bloom in the spring morning. “If it was only jail, then I’d do the time.”

      She pounded the bedspread. “Dammit, Luther. I think we’ve proven that there’s more going on here than just a casual fling. You need to let me help you. Let me free you from Rossi.”

      “It’s not Rossi I’m worried about.” He slipped out his tongue to wet dry lips. “In fact, I can’t guarantee that you haven’t set off some alarm somewhere just by looking for Chris Parker.”

      “What?” With a little shake of her head, she sat back on her heels. “I’m confused.”

      “The guys I ran from when I killed Luther Frost… that’s who Adrian is protecting me from.” He focused on a flaw in the wood floor, afraid that he wouldn’t be able to get through the story if he thought too much about the danger he was putting her in.

      “Luther was a bad cop. All the commendations and medals… Lies.” He gripped the desk chair beside him and bored his gaze into the knot. “I was undercover—”

      “I know that. Irish mob. Boston. You had to execute someone to move up in the organization.” She reached for him and Luther backed up, but she kept coming. As soon as her skin was on his again, his inner resolve faded. “It’s something they make undercover cops do. You become a criminal. ‘We own you.’”

      “How do you know all this?” He tried to shake off her touch, but couldn’t.

      “I told you.” She grabbed his face with both hands. “I’m that good, Chris Parker.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “But that’s who you are. You’re the guy who went undercover because of your connections to Whitey Bolger. You’re the guy who decided to take down the Irish mob all by yourself.” Her eyes glistened. “That man is a good man.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “Stop.” She gripped him hard. “Your running away is done. You’re going to help us, and you’re going to leave both Luther and Chris behind on that island, and you’re going to be my mate for a hundred years.”

      Her features were so set, her words so certain. He could almost believe her.

      He wanted to believe her.

      He needed her to be telling him the truth.

      “All right, then, Maggie.” He paused, searching for the words. “Shit, I just realized, I don’t know your last name.”

      A grin brightened her face. “Cheeky bastard.” She kissed him and whispered into his ear, “It’s Gallagher. Maggie Gallagher.”

      Luther slipped his arms around her and held her tight. His mate. Whatever the hell that meant. He was going to be safe.

      He was going to be a new man for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      Luther unlocked the main cabin control panel and stepped back to let Maggie dig around. She pushed buttons and brought up screens he’d never even seen before. But after a few minutes, she stepped back and chewed the end of one finger.

      “This can’t be right.” She typed in another command and the home screen appeared. A few more keystrokes, and another blank screen. “Are your employee records on here?”

      “Why do you need those?” He settled back into the Captain’s chair.

      “I’m going to need all the specs. Employees, schedules, patrol rotations—”

      He grabbed her typing hand. “Patrol rotations?”

      “I know there are guards who patrol the island, but the camera angles aren’t comprehensive anywhere except the coast.” She shook her head. “He’s got a camera on every single inch of water, practically, but then when it comes to the island itself, I couldn’t get a good schematic of the layout.”

      Luther clicked open a cabinet under the chair and pulled out the chart. He unrolled it across the boat controls, but Maggie barely glanced at it.

      “Not the coast.” She waved her hand. “I’ve got that coastline memorized.”

      “You mean, the building locations? That’s what you need?” He rolled up the chart and hit the paper against his leg with a thwack-thwack that filled the silence while Maggie considered.

      “And layouts.” She typed in a few more keystrokes and the display went dead. “I haven’t been able to find them anywhere.”

      “That’s because they don’t exist.” He stuck the chart back in the cabinet.

      She glanced inside the little storage locker and frowned. “Who built the house? Maybe they have plans.”

      “I don’t know.” Luther turned the lock and leaned back in the chair.

      “Well, maybe you can describe it to me.” She took the first mate seat and he couldn’t help smiling.

      It was a strange feeling, having a woman in the main cabin. He could get used to it. “I’ve never seen it.”

      Her eyebrows knit together, creasing her forehead. “You haven’t seen Adrian’s house?”

      “Never.”

      “Never?”

      “I hire the guys for the penthouse and the boathouse, I ferry supplies, and I keep an eye on the boat.”

      Maggie gave a short, disbelieving shake of her head and sighed. “Well, let’s start with employee records, then. Maybe if I know a little bit more about them, I can find a pressure point with someone.”

      “Records?” Luther laughed, trying to imagine his stern-faced boss handing over a W-2 along with the illegal ammunition. “We don’t have employee records. We all get paid in cash and each crew hires their own people.”

      She leaned forward, like she might rise, but froze in thought. “But I thought you were the head of security.”

      “Yeah, according to Julianna, I am.” He picked at a loose webbing on the underside of the main control panel. Thinking too much. This was dangerous. “Adrian sends her to me because he doesn’t want her having access to his staff. I’m more like the concierge than the head of anything.”

      Her frozen face didn’t reflect any of the frustration that was building inside him. After all that it took to admit he wanted to bring down Adrian Rossi, he didn’t have anything to offer her.

      Luther flexed his hands and stood. “I hire the guys in the penthouse. I hire the guys in the boathouse. I inventory and deliver all the supplies, I control the boat—the only access to the island, by Adrian’s design, I guess—and I pay the guys I hire. That’s it.” He walked across the cabin and leaned against the edge of the curved window. “When his rich buddies show up, I drive them around and give them boat rides and take them to the island. I carry their wives’ bags… Shit. I’m sorry, Mag.”

      She slid her arms around his waist and he jumped at the contact. With her head pressed against his back, she sighed. “There’s no reason to be sorry.”

      Luther held her hand and leaned against her. “I just…I thought I could help. I thought you knew what you were looking for.”

      “We’ve spent the last three weeks diagramming every inch of that coastline, looking for a way onto the island. Taking fishing boats out to the sight line. He’s just watching every inch.”

      “That’s true.” Luther remembered the inlet, the beach. “There’s a camera every hundred yards or so, and the ones on the cliffs have floodlights.”

      “We haven’t been able to figure out why, other than he—”

      “He doesn’t want anyone getting on that island,” he finished with a sigh.

      “Or off.”

      The words hung in the silence like an alpine echo. Off the island. Luther had never considered that. He always assumed Adrian was a private—if ruthless—bastard who needed to control access to his home. But when Maggie’s words resonated, he couldn’t stop the realizations.

      He had been part of the problem.

      He brought people onto the island.

      He kept the guards on watch.

      He protected Adrian Rossi’s evil enterprise.

      But he’d known all this, somewhere deep down inside, and because he was Luther Frost, he’d given himself a pass. But he wasn’t getting that pass any longer. He wasn’t going to let his ignorance get innocent people killed or tortured or raped, or whatever Rossi was doing on that island.

      “We need to get more information before we can make any plans.” Maggie released him and walked back to the console. Her shoes made a rubber squeaking sound on the wood and Luther snapped out of his reverie.

      “The only real way in would be to come on this boat.” He set his jaw. “It’s the only way you won’t be seen.”

      She glanced over her shoulder and a flash of concern sparked across her features. “You can’t do that. Rossi has…” A hand traveled to her neck. “He’s seen me. If he’s watching the cameras, he’ll know I’m there.”

      “There’s one spot they don’t have a camera.”

      Her head cocked to one side. “There is?”

      “Under the boat house. The security center on the beach.” Luther stepped in front of her and took the hand that still scratched at the skin on her neck. “I can take one of you at night and drop you at the sight line. If you swim in behind the boat in the dark and come in under the boat house, right between the stilts, there’s a little blind spot.”

      Her eyes brightened. “There is?”

      “It’s temporary. Brooks had to replace one of the cameras, and they’re a special order. It’s supposed to come in…” Luther flipped through dates in his mind and his heart bottomed out. “Tomorrow.”

      “I can’t believe I missed that.” She brought up the display again, then went to the black screen and her fingers flew over the keys. A rotation of camera angles on the inlet came up.

      “Brooks told me it’s only about a ten-foot radius right underneath the house that’s not visible, because most of the cameras overlap, for constant coverage.”

      Maggie went from camera to camera and forced out a tight laugh. “You’re right. I can see where the feed should be, but it just replicates the last angle.” She smacked the hard plastic dashboard. “Dammit, how did I miss that?”

      She typed through the angles again. “It’s all the way out, too. And the swath that’s missing should get bigger…” Maggie reached for the chart and spread it out on the control panels again. She drew two circles with one finger. “The missing piece gets bigger as it goes out into the ocean, because the cameras go in circles.”

      With the other finger, she flipped another camera angle, then drew another circle. An impish smile spread across her face and she looked up at Luther. “It’s narrowest under the boat house, but it’s bigger going back out to sea, and then going up the island.”

      Her implication settled into his chest.

      “No, Maggie. Hell no and a side of no fucking way.” He grabbed her shoulders. “You are not swimming onto that island.”

      She bounced on her toes and nodded. “Yes, I am. And you’re coming with me.”

      

      Luther swore under his breath and turned out the last of the boat lights. They were almost within sight of the island, and Maggie hadn’t stopped moving since they’d left the dock.

      He didn’t like the plan, but it was the only way he could get her what she needed. It was the only way he could make up for having done nothing for two years, and convincing himself that Luther Frost was a bad guy.

      Hell, he was a bad guy. He’d apparently been ferrying johns back and forth to indulge their sick fantasies for years. Keeping his eyes down, taking his cash, accepting Adrian’s protection.

      It was a bitter pill.

      Maggie grabbed his arm. Her energy was through the roof. He remembered that feeling—having waited and staked out and researched for weeks or months. Then, finally, you get to act on your information. It was a high that nothing else could replicate.

      “You promise me again,” he ordered her. She’d said it several times, but he still didn’t believe it.

      “Recon only. I promise, I won’t do anything reckless.”

      “That’s right, you won’t.” He felt like patting her head or something, but had a feeling she wouldn’t take kindly to the gesture.

      Plus, she was probably lying to him.

      But he couldn’t do nothing any longer. If it took a little risk to get the information they needed, then they’d take a little risk.

      There was no other way.

      “We’re going to be docking in a minute.” Luther pulled back on the throttle. “Get down by the stern thrusters. You’ll want to dive straight out the back so you miss them.”

      Maggie slipped her body around his and hugged him tight. He crushed her into him. There were so many things he wanted to say, but he wouldn’t let them cross his lips. They were going to be fine.

      “Wait for a minute before you start swimming, so the water can settle behind me. It shouldn’t take you long to swim in. Keep your eyes on the boathouse and come in right—”

      “I know. Right between the stilts.” She pressed a kiss to his lips. “Don’t forget the dry clothes.”

      She scuttled off through the ship and he watched her until she disappeared down the stairs toward the lower deck.

      This is a stupid plan. How had he ever let her talk him into this?

      Luther had only been to the island at night a few times, but the thing that’d stuck with him was how it always seemed like daylight on the beach. The floodlights were almost always on, and they circled the island in a bright light.

      True to form, the island appeared like a floating baseball stadium, lights blazing. He guided the boat into the dock, and just when they were about to cruise into the sight-line of the cameras, he flashed the lights on the lower deck.

      He couldn’t hear her splash, and resisted the urge to go check on her.

      Maggie was a big girl. She could handle herself.

      Luther slowed and puttered into the dock, cutting the engines. He jumped back through the cabin and slid down to the lower deck. Maggie wasn’t there. She must’ve made her dive.

      His eyes scoured the dark horizon behind him as he tied off. She was out there somewhere. Swimming toward him in the black night. He dropped the gangway onto the dock and the boat stabilized. With a deep breath, he grabbed a crate of booze that he was supposed to use to stock the boat and carried it up the dock toward the boat house.

      Brooks opened the door and came out, scratching his head and yawning. “I’m awake, boss. I promise.”

      Luther flipped his gaze to the dark sky, as though he was trying to hide annoyance instead of heart-clenching fear. “I’m not here to check up on you.”

      “Well, why else with the midnight visit?” He took the case out of his hands. “You forget something?”

      “I’d marked this to stay on the boat, but when I opened the other case, I realized I had two of them. Must have ordered double.” Luther slid his hand to the back of his neck. “Then I remembered that I was supposed to order a case for the big house, so this must be it.”

      Brooks shouldered the door open and he followed. The control room was small and dark, lit only by the dim glow of the screens. More coffee sat on the windowsill, as though Brooks had left it there when he opened the door again.

      Luther touched the mug and a cold, slick feel of ceramic greeted him when he’d expected warmth.

      Had Brooks really been asleep?

      The skinny Midwesterner set the crate down and flipped on one of the lights. He reached across the monitors and took a clipboard off the wall. “Let me just check this.”

      His finger scanned down the paper and he glanced down at the crate again. “I don’t see it on the inventory list. Are you sure this isn’t on your list?”

      He shrugged and took the mug off the ledge. The last thing they needed was another mess. “I double-checked.”

      Brooks’ thick eyebrows waggled. “So you’re telling me, we have an extra case of booze just hanging around, and you brought it to me?” He smiled. “It’s not even my birthday.”

      Luther walked around the bank of screens and set the coffee mug on the desk. His gaze floated across the images of the boathouse. Nothing. Just the boat floating in the deep water at the end of the dock. “Well, I don’t need it.” He thumbed back toward the yacht. “We’re full up. Maybe I should take it up to the house.”

      A deep frown furrowed on Brooks’ face. “I don’t take any of the supplies up there. Drake or somebody comes down and gets them.”

      “Then keep it here until they come down to get it.” He gripped the back of the desk chair and let his attention drift down to the screens again. Still no Maggie. “I’ve got to bring that camera tomorrow, so I’ll be back in the morning.”

      “They’re supposed to bring somebody up from the back of the island tomorrow night to train on the system.” Brooks slid the clipboard back in to place and walked around to take his seat.

      Luther stepped back. “I got the notification, it’ll be here tomorrow morning.”

      “Can you bring it out as soon as you get it? I have to climb up the pole to replace the dumb thing.”

      With a nod, Luther glanced at the screens. The double-image was noticeable only because the screens beside it were on delay. The angles didn’t all change at once, and for a split second, the two middle screens had the same image, until they shifted. Luther wouldn’t have noticed it, if Brooks hadn’t told him to be on the lookout for the shipment.

      “Have they noticed yet?” He indicated the images in front of them.

      “Not yet.” Brooks tapped his fingers next to the coffee cup and pursed his lips. “I imagine we’ll have to replace them one by one, if this one went out. They were all installed at once, so that probably means they’re all going to go out at some point.”

      “You put in the orders, I’ll deliver the parts.” Luther clapped his friend on the back. “I can help you put the cameras up if you need help.”

      “That would be great.” Brooks called after him as he walked to the door. “Don’t forget the Coronas.”

      Luther laughed and turned around just in time to see Maggie standing behind Brooks with a bottle raised. She smashed it against the back of his head with a hollow thud and the skinny man went down like a rag doll.

      “Sorry, man,” he whispered, dragging his friend’s body toward the back bedroom.

      Maggie took his feet and helped. She was dripping wet. “He’ll be fine,” she hissed back. “He’ll wake up in the morning with a headache.”

      “You’re that proficient at knocking guys out?” Luther stood over Brooks’ unconscious body and a pang of guilt stole into his chest. He hated that they had to hurt an innocent guy, but there hadn’t been another way.

      Luther had no doubt this was by design. Put a nice, oblivious techie redneck in the front control room and no one will want to hurt him.

      “We had no choice,” Maggie said, her tone earnest. When he found her gazing at him with concern, he waved her off.

      “I know that.”

      “We didn’t kill him.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He closed the back door that led to the wraparound deck. Maggie must’ve left it open when she climbed up from below.

      “Come on.” She grabbed his arm. “I need to look at this system. We have work to do.”

      Luther followed her, the regret growing and dropping into the pit of his stomach. She was right. They had work to do. But he couldn’t get the flashes out of his head of his friends lying in pools of their own blood on the penthouse floor.

      Adrian Rossi had asked for them to be cleaned up like he’d spilled wine.

      Psychopath.

      “I wish I had my tablet,” Maggie said, distracting him from his revenge fantasies. “Is there a security protocol?”

      “I don’t know.” Luther nodded toward the back bedroom. “And you just knocked out the only guy who does.”

      She flexed her fingers. “Not a problem. Let…me…just…” She typed like the devil chased her. “I think I can re-route the backdoor if I can just get to my dad’s mainframe.”

      A black screen came up and words and symbols flew across the screen. All the things that flashed were gobbledygook to Luther. He put his hand on her shoulder. “Can you tell if there are feeds here that you don’t already have?”

      “Not yet.” She kept typing. “It looks like there’s another security center somewhere on the island.” Maggie glanced up and around the room. She jumped out of the chair and ran around the banks of screens.

      Her head disappeared and Luther heard her crawling around. Something came loose and she laughed.

      “That’s why.”

      “What?” He followed the noise and found her sitting cross-legged in front of an open panel on the back of the console.

      “There’s a patch. There must be another source somewhere.” Her eyebrows pulled together and she met his eyes. “We’re going to have to find the other hub.”

      Luther’s tongue slid around in his mouth. I should’ve known. “You knew this already, didn’t you?”

      Her shoulders hunched. “Luther.”

      “No. You’ve been in the penthouse. You’ve seen the feeds we have.” He slammed his fist down. “You knew the boathouse wouldn’t be enough. You had to.”

      “I didn’t know…per se. Not until you told me how isolated all the staff is from each other.” She put the panel back and sighed. “Look, I know you don’t want us to take any risks, but that’s what this is. I volunteered to come on this mission in the first place because I knew they’d need me. I knew what I was getting into.”

      “I don’t care about that.”

      “Then stop treating me like some damsel in distress. I need to get deeper into the island.” She stood and wiped at her shorts. “First, I need those dry clothes, and then—”

      Luther grabbed her shoulders. “Maggie, listen to me.” He took a deep breath. He wasn’t sure the right words would come, but the fear was rising inside and catching him by the throat. He couldn’t let her run off into danger. “I don’t know what all this magick stuff means, but I know that I care about you more than I should. I don’t think you’re some wimpy girl who can’t take care of herself. I’ve seen what you can do.” He pulled her into him and the wetness of the ocean water soon seeped into his clothes. He didn’t care. He couldn’t let go.

      “Then let me do it.” Her arms slipped around his waist and she returned the embrace with fervor. “I promise. I’ll be right back. I just need to get some dry clothes and then I think I can sneak between the cameras and get into the interior of the island, and…”

      “No.” He pulled her to arm’s length and pinned her with a pointed gaze. “You aren’t going anywhere without me. Not ever again.”

      The air between them charged with energy and Luther tried to focus on the task at hand. All he wanted to do was carry her back to the mainland and hide her away in some far house, or fly across the ocean and get away from Adrian Rossi and the Halfi…and his past and her family, and just disappear into safety somewhere. He couldn’t help it.

      He had friends in Russia. He could get them to Moscow, and…

      “Then let’s go.” Her smile was sexy, challenging and infuriating all at once.

      Luther took her hand and led her to Brooks’ closet to find clothes. He would’ve rather been headed for Russia, but his little firecracker of a wolf would never stand for running away. She was all hero.

      His.

      Fuck.
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      Maggie snatched a pair of women’s sweatpants and a tank top from the closet in Brooks’ room. It took her seconds to peel off her wet clothes and slip into the heavily perfumed spares. She didn’t even want to know why he had women’s clothing stashed in his closet.

      The pants weren’t small enough, but the drawstring could be tightened enough to keep them from falling down. Maggie rolled the cuffs up to shorten them and nodded to Luther. “Ready?”

      “No.” He glared and flashed her a menacing frown.

      She shrugged and ducked out of the boathouse, getting into the narrow blind spot between camera angles as quickly as possible.

      Luther treaded behind her, his footfalls nearly as silent as her bare feet.

      Leaving the dock behind, she led them across a white beach, careful to stay in the shadows and far away from the road and glow of the overhead floodlights.

      “We’ll stick close enough to the road to follow its direction,” she whispered, pointing to the thick tree line a dozen yards straight ahead.

      “You’re not climbing that with bare feet,” he growled.

      “Look, if we don’t hurry, the patrols will sense my presence. We have to get to the house quickly. Once I’m mixed into a group, they won’t be able to tell the difference.”

      He grabbed her arm, yanking her to a stop. Concern poured from him in waves and she gulped air, surprised by his protectiveness. “Are you saying the guards that I know nothing about are wolves too?”

      She pursed her lips. “Probably.” She didn’t know for sure, but it was the only thing that made sense. Adrian wouldn’t want to expose his being a wolf to a human. He wouldn’t trust anyone but those he’d created, raised, and brainwashed to serve him. The craptastic truth was that those guards were probably also related to him. And they were most likely going to kill some of them before this mission was over.

      “Come on.” Maggie twisted out of his grasp and led him up the rise from the beach. The ground was still sandy in most places, with some flat outcropping rocks.

      Every death ate at her insides like slowly rotting flesh. She would serve her alpha in whatever capacity necessary, but each lost life weighed heavy on her soul. Luther thought his soul was dark from killing one person, but she and her team had long since surpassed that number.

      Fighting training was mandatory to be a pack enforcer, but she spent the majority of her time behind a computer screen. Being petite put her at a disadvantage against humans. Only on four legs was she an equal to men that outweighed her by a hundred pounds.

      She pulled herself up another ledge, keeping a sharp eye on the road to their left through the thick trees. Her foot caught on something and she tumbled forward. Before her face slammed into the ground, strong arms encircled Maggie’s waist and swung her away from the impending crash.

      Air rushed from her lungs and she swung her feet back and forth, stretching for footing, but he tucked her against his chest instead and kept walking.

      “I can walk. Put me down,” she hissed.

      “You just proved that untrue. Now shut up or I’ll sling you over my shoulder and take you back to the boat.” Luther kept climbing, holding her tightly as they neared the edge of the winding road Maggie assumed led to the main house.

      He paused beside the road and took a cursory glance to the left and right.

      “Camera,” she muttered.

      “Where?”

      “Wide angle lens. Ten o’clock. It’s watching the power box just around that bend.”

      He shook his head and glanced down at her. “How the hell?”

      She smiled. “I can hear the hum of the electricity. It’s really quiet out here.” Maggie pointed to the right. “If we stick in the shadows another forty feet or so before crossing the road, we should be good.”

      Luther took a couple backward steps and moved down the road the way she’d pointed. His heart raced in his chest and she took a moment to enjoy being this close to her mate. Hell could break out at any moment, and she had a man willing to carry her through a jungle rather than let her step on a rock.

      The rumble of a vehicle made her heart leap. “Down. Down,” she hissed, scrambling to get out of his arms and dropped to her stomach on the ground. He released her and hit the loamy soil beside her.

      A jeep came barreling down the road and she hoped to the gods they were moving too fast to feel her presence. She could feel theirs, but she was more in tune with magick than many wolves ever tried to be.

      The jeep didn’t slow, and Maggie breathed a sigh of relief when the rumble of its engine faded into the distance. She popped up from the ground and tapped Luther’s arm. “Let’s move.” She spurted forward before he could grab her again, crossed the road and ducked into the darkness of the island jungle.

      He followed carefully behind her, making sure to keep his tread soft—impressive for a guy in big combat boots.

      Maggie paused behind a large tree trunk and took a deep breath. The mansion that lay out before them could rival any private resort. It was the epitome of luxury and decadence. Stone columns. Gardens that would’ve made the king of Babylon jealous.

      “How are we getting past the cameras?” Luther’s low voice rumbled, warming her insides. He pointed to a rotating metal box on top of one of the Greek inspired columns.

      “If we time it right, we can slip through.” Maggie pointed to another camera. “Ready…” She crouched, tensing her legs for the sprint she’d need to get across the blind spot before the cameras turned on her again. “Go,” she breathed.

      She dove behind a raised garden water fountain and counted in her head until the camera turned away from her again.

      Luther had followed at her heels perfectly.

      Maggie pointed ahead of her toward the corner of the house, then motioned him to follow to her right.

      He nodded.

      She counted to twenty and then leaped from her position. Her bare feet thudded silently across the marble patio along with Luther’s only slightly heavier footfalls. When she reached the corner of the building, she slid along the wall, keeping an eye for the next camera. But, unless they were hidden better than the previous ones, there weren’t any watching this area.

      They moved along in the dark until Maggie came across a door. She laid her hand on the lever and sucked in quick breath, surprised when the latch moved easily and it swung open.

      The rich decadence outside was mirrored on the inside. They stepped into an indoor hallway that made of the perimeter of an open courtyard, but what truly drew Maggie’s eye was the way the moonlight glinted off several pairs of iron rings affixed to the floor. There were no ropes or chains in site, but it was obvious the area was used for something unconventional.

      “Where are we going?” Luther whispered.

      The hair on the back of her neck stood on end and she shivered. Focus. Stop thinking about what the monster has done. “We have to find his living quarters. The security room in the hotel was adjacent to his room in the hotel. Habits are hard to break. He would want to have easy access to all his feeds.”

      “Why is the place so quiet. It feels empty,” he asked, following her up a flight of stairs.

      “It’s not,” she whispered back, moving stealthily from one patch of shadow to the next. The eerie prickle of magick on her arms and the back of her neck made Maggie extra aware. There were wolves in the house, they were just too far away to pinpoint a location.

      They could look for them later. She had to get into Rossi’s mainframe. Without specs and details on the island, or at least his private feeds, planning a rescue would be nearly impossible. They needed this intel or the team was right back at square one. Who knew how long Rossi would stay on the island this time when he returned the next day.

      She opened a pair of double doors and slipped inside. The bedroom was tastefully decorated, but cold. Nothing was personal. No pictures. Nothing said that said a psychopath lived here either.

      Luther closed the doors softly behind them. Moonlight filtered through sheer curtains on the windows. Nothing screamed that the security room was hiding here, but the familiar and comforting sound of humming hard drives and circuit board fans pulled her toward the far wall. There wasn’t a single computer visible in the bedroom.

      “What?” Luther whispered.

      “Computers. I can hear them.”

      He snorted. “Must be nice.”

      Maggie reached the wall and ran her hands up and down, scouring it for a seam—for anything that might lead to a hidden area. “Start at the other end. Look for something that could be a latch or pressure opened.”

      He moved away from her and began the same search. A loud click sounded near him and Maggie straightened from her bent position. The panel of wall near Luther had opened up, and the bright light of monitors flooded the semi-dark room. She hurried to his side and they both entered the closeted space.

      “Is this what you needed?”

      Maggie slid into the leather chair in front of the bank of monitors and cracked her knuckles. “If it isn’t, I’m going to take my frustrations out on something breakable.” She opened up a command prompt window and started.

      The first goal was to build a back door into the mainframe she could access from the apartment in Choaca.

      “Well?” Luther asked, pacing back and forth behind her chair. “We need to get out of here soon.”

      Leaving was the last thing on her mind. She was in the den of the monster and she wasn’t leaving until she had everything she needed and a little more for good measure. A screen on her right flashed on and she pointed to it as she flipped on a set of feeds she’d just discovered. “We’re headed there next?”

      “Where is there?”

      “Basement.” Maggie finished the last bit of code that would allow her into the mainframe whenever she wanted then went back to the partition where the feeds Luther was watching had been hidden. Not even the security guards had access to these feeds. They were private only to Adrian. Her heart lurched as images flashed across the screens in front of her.

      “How do you know?”

      “They’re labeled main house basement on the file names. He went to a lot of trouble to isolate and protect this mainframe, but the actual structuring of it is very basic.” She raised her eyebrows and sucked in a quick breath. Then typed in a command and hit the return key. Every monitor in the room shut down. The hum of the computers ground to a stop. Finally. A win for us.

      “He wasn’t expecting visitors,” he growled. “What did you do?”

      “I won.” Maggie whirled in the chair and cocked her head to the side. Footsteps carried from the hallway outside the bedroom suite. “Guards. At least two,” she whispered.

      She yanked the tank top off and slithered out of the sweatpants. She and Luther would both fair better if she had fangs.

      Her magick rippled around her, shimmering in the air. Maggie sank to her knees and let her wolf come forward.
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      Luther’s head spun as the silver air around Maggie produced the familiar wolf with the reddish brown fur and flaring, gold eyes. She crouched and growled, placing her body in front of his.

      Two young men ran into the room, one with a gun drawn, and the other scrambling for his.

      Luther instinctively reached for his own sidearm, but his hand came back empty. He should’ve remembered to bring the Glock.

      The rust-colored wolf in front of him launched across the room, just as the taller guard fired at her. The bullet caught her shoulder with a little yelp, but she kept moving and gripped his arm with her powerful jaws.

      Fear tore through him when the bullet landed and he jumped at the second guard. He almost stopped himself, with his fist in mid-air, when he saw the boy’s face. A boy. Couldn’t have been more than fifteen, but he nearly had his weapon drawn when Luther’s punch connected with his stomach.

      The boy’s gun flew across the floor and he stumbled backward.

      Luther advanced for another attack, but the boy’s eyes began to glow a warm golden yellow. The boy crouched and the air around him flashed. Luther heard a rip of clothing and a smaller, black wolf emerged with shreds of the boy’s shirt around his torso. The pants were completely gone.

      He spun out of the way when the wolf lurched toward him, but the thing caught his arm. Pain splintered through his bicep and shoulder and he collapsed to the ground. The animal’s jaws were massive.

      He glanced around the room, looking for the fallen gun, but he couldn’t find it. The black wolf rounded and a sickening crunch sounded off to Luther’s right side.

      Before the boy’s animal could pounce, Maggie jumped at him, her giant fangs bared. Luther scooted backward until his back was against the bed. The guard who had shot her lay dead in a messy pool of his own blood, not a foot from him.

      This one wasn’t much older than the other. Maybe nineteen. Wolves or not, these were boys. Too young for this.

      A sharp, animal cry rose from the other side of the room and Luther jumped up, his arm throbbing. Maggie.

      But the cry turned into a yowl, and then the room was silent. The familiar brown wolf stood over the smaller one, panting, and staring at Luther. She padded across the room and stuck her nose in his hand. He stroked her head, cradling his other arm, and suddenly, the texture beneath his hand changed.

      Maggie stood in human form in front of him, naked and gasping for air. She immediately reached for his injured arm.

      “Jeez, Mag.” He winced. “Careful.”

      She examined the under-side of the wound. “This is pretty bad.” She ran to the bed and pulled a gold sheet from under the comforter.

      The pain seemed to subside as she wrapped his arm in a mummy-like apparatus and tied it into a sling around his neck.

      “I’ll dress it when we get home.” Both her hands were on his neck when she said that word, which brought her in to close proximity of his mouth. He wanted to kiss her. Adrenaline was still pushing his impulses, but he held back.

      Home. That was a big word—a heavy word. It could easily have been a slip of the tongue, but it felt like more than that. She hadn’t meant when we get home to the apartment in Choaca, or when we get home to Colorado. She’d meant, when we get home to the boat. To his boat.

      For someone who had lived in forced solitude for as long as he could remember—first in undercover, and then in exile—the thought of someone else calling his home home jarred his senses.

      “How bad is it?” she asked, her dark eyes wide with concern.

      “It may or may not need amputation.” He tried to lift the corners of his mouth, but she touched the hand of his injured arm and the throbbing started again.

      “I shouldn’t have wrapped it so tight.”

      “No.” He sucked air through his teeth. “It’ll be fine. This will help the bleeding.”

      “I need to learn field dressing.” Her face was so open, so earnest, and all that care was for him. What had he done to deserve this?

      “What we need to do is get back to the boat.” Luther grabbed her hand. “Where are your clothes?”

      She wrenched away from him. “No. We can’t leave yet.”

      “Yes, we can.” He kept searching for the rest of her clothes. It was hard to grab everything with just one hand, but he managed, and presented them to her. “I’m injured, you’re naked. Let’s just call it a day.”

      “There are wolves in this house. One of them is chained up and being raped. I’m not going to leave them here.”

      Luther recoiled in shock. “Raped?”

      Maggie shifted from foot to foot and glanced at the door. “You didn’t see it on the monitors?”

      “No.” His insides tightened. “But… I thought Rossi was the villain here.”

      “Apparently, he’s not the only one.” She padded across the floor, ignoring her clothes, and peeked out the open door, down the hallway in both directions.

      “We can’t, Maggie.” Luther stalked after her, tensing his jaw. “It isn’t safe for us.”

      “I’m not going to leave them.” She shook her head and gripped the door jamb. “I don’t care how unsafe it is.”

      He took in a deep breath. “No, Mag. When he shot you…” He reached for her shoulder, and she gave a tiny shudder, but shrugged him off.

      “I heal fast.” Her fingers scratched absently at her neck. “Trust me.” With a quick flick of her eyes, she looked from her shoulder to his, and her eyes went wide. “Wait… I can heal you.”

      “Heal me?” He shook his head. “What the hell?”

      “Well, I can’t magickally heal you. But I could bond with you, and you would…” One corner of her mouth turned down. “Never mind.”

      “Wait. You could heal me, but you won’t?” He raised one eyebrow. “Not a very good mate, Mag.”

      That finally got a smile out of her, but she traced a somber line down the side of his face. “If we bond right now, you would never be able to work for Adrian Rossi again.”

      “I don’t know why you think that would bother me anym—” A gut-shot of realization stopped him when her eyes shuttered down. “Right. It’s not me you’re worried about. It’s your plan.”

      “Luther…” She reached for him and he backed away. “It’s more complicated than that, and you know it.”

      “Whatever, Mag. Just… do what you have to do.”

      Had it been a mistake to trust her so much? Was she only interested in him for the mission? He pulled his shoulders tight, straightened his back, and rolled his tongue behind his teeth.

      “Don’t be like this.”

      “Go on.” He pointed to the hallway. “Go find these women. I’ll follow.”

      She glanced through the door again and rolled her injured shoulder. “Don’t think we’re done talking about this.”

      The shadows moved and where her naked body had been only a moment before, there was empty air. A dark flash of fur went ahead of him and her head swiveled back. He could’ve sworn that she gestured her head for him to follow.

      He should’ve known all this was too good to be true.

      They ran through the building, following Maggie’s nose, and pausing at each corner in case there were more guards. None appeared.

      Don’t want to kill any more boys today.

      Seeing more of the breadth of Adrian Rossi’s organization made him sick to his stomach. He should’ve asked more questions, and asked them earlier. He shouldn’t have put his head down and pretended there was nothing hinky happening on this island.

      There had always been a tacit understanding that the mainland staff and the boathouse staff didn’t mix with the island staff. The illegal guns and ammunition had been enough of a tip-off.

      Luther stopped in the middle of the giant kitchen and couldn’t move a muscle. Maggie’s wolf stopped and cocked her head to one side, staring at him. She padded around to his side and put her head under his free hand. Watching the sinews of her body, the athletic prowl of the wolf… suddenly, it all made sense.

      He gripped the fur at her neck and held on. A cord of energy wrapped around him, anchoring him to her. In that moment, running out ahead of him, his instincts on edge, just for a flash, she’d looked like one thing…

      Prey.

      Adrian Rossi is hunting wolves.

      Hunting his own children.

      Luther tightened his grip on her neck and Maggie nipped at his wrist. She stepped forward, urging him on, and he didn’t let go. He let her direct his steps. She was right. This man needed to be stopped.

      She pawed at the door near the end of the kitchen. He tried it, expecting it to be locked, but it gave way, and she was off down the stairs like a shot. He took stairs two at a time, but still couldn’t keep up with her.

      When he reached the bottom of the long, winding staircase, he almost bowled Maggie over. In the shadows, with only moonlight there to filter his vision, it took him a moment to adjust to the low light. She’d already shifted back to her human form and was standing in front of long hallway with her arms out-stretched.

      “Everyone calm down.” Maggie took a small step. “I’m here to help you.”

      The hallway, with its tall ceiling, reached maybe the whole length of the house. With some heads sticking out of rooms, and some standing in hallways, there were about twenty women staring at Maggie. Some held flashlights, and he could just see their outlines as his eyes adjusted.

      All of them wore simple white dresses with no form, that glowed in the half-moonlight that filtered in through small, high windows. They almost seemed like hospital patients.

      One of the older girls, a beautiful black-haired young woman, stepped into view and held her arms wide. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      Maggie looked down and held out her hand to Luther. She had to shake it a couple of times before he realized she wanted her clothing, not his touch. He couldn’t process what he was seeing. Young women, some almost girls… and too many to count, as darkness swallowed the far fathoms of the hall.

      Did I really work for this monster?

      “My name is Maggie Gallagher.” She slipped on the sweatpants and the shirt. “I’m part of a team of wolves from America. We’re here to rescue you.”

      Several of the older girls exchanged looks. One of them stared up at the ceiling. “Is this a test?”

      Luther came to her side. “I work for Adrian Rossi. I’ve got a boat and we turned off the security system. If you want to get off this island, you need to come with us now.”

      “But the guards…” said the dark-haired woman.

      “We neutralized them.” He gripped Maggie’s hand. “The security system is off. You have to come with us, right now.”

      “How many did you neutralize?” said a redhead from the back. She was taller and had a fuller face. She must’ve been older, and she was wearing a fitted blue dress with a white apron, standing in the swath of a flashlight.

      Luther raised his voice, “The two on patrol. I know how Rossi runs his rotations. There are two here and then there will be two on patrol. And two on backup. We need to get you out of here before the two on patrol get to the house.”

      The redhead called out, over the crows, “Faye. Someone get Faye.” She made her way through the crowd, touching each girl on the shoulder and calming them.

      “Who are you?” Maggie asked as the woman came forward.

      “Clara.” She clipped the end of the word like she didn’t have a last name.

      “Why are you dressed differently from the other girls?” Maggie asked.

      Clara waved at the question like it was unimportant. “My father chose me to care for these girls. All the staff are in blue.”

      Staff? Luther had so many more questions, but when he looked up at the scuffle in the hallway, he almost lost the half-empty contents of his stomach.

      A young woman had been ushered out of one of the rooms. When she turned a side profile, Luther knew why they had chosen her.

      Her belly was round, and she held a hand over it, clutching like only an expectant mother did. Jesus, God. Maggie was right. Adrian was a monster.

      Luther waded through the girls and took Faye by the hand. “You’re coming with us,” he said. “We have a boat. We can get you off the island.”

      “All of you,” Maggie said with a wide sweep of her arm. “All of you need to come with us.”

      But instead of a mad rush for the door, they all stood staring at her, blinking eyes and closed mouths.

      Clara took Maggie and Luther by the arms and dragged them toward the stairs. “They’re not going to leave,” she said, her tone low. “If you want to get someone out, you need to take Faye.”

      “No.” Maggie shook her hand off. “I turned off the security system. He can’t see you. No one can. You have nothing to be afraid of.”

      She shook her head, sadness tightening the corners of her mouth. “They’re not afraid.”

      “Then why won’t they come with us?” Maggie turned back to the hallway of young women. “I can get you to safety.”

      Clara’s hand tightened on Luther’s shoulder. He could barely feel the pressure through all the pain in his arm, but something about the gesture made the pit in his stomach drop to the earth’s core.

      “If they leave,” she whispered, “he’ll kill their children.”
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      Heavy footsteps pounded on the ceiling over Maggie’s head. The stairwell wasn’t a viable option now. She turned to Clara and squinted against the beaming light of a half dozen flashlight bulbs.

      “We need another way out.”

      Clara nodded. “Follow this hallway straight. When it dead-ends, go to the left. There’s another stairwell that leads to an outdoor patio.” She pushed past both Maggie and Luther, disappearing into the shadows of the staircase behind them. “Go. Now,” Clara shouted. “I can only divert them for a few moments.”

      Luther hustled Faye along with his good arm and shoved Maggie into a run. “We need to go now.”

      “But we can’t leave them.” She hesitated and then stared at Faye huddled against Luther’s chest. Even the shadowed light, she could tell the girl was probably only fourteen or fifteen. Fucking hell.

      “We’re coming back.”

      He nodded. “With help. But we have to go. Now.”

      Maggie snatched a flashlight from one of the women standing silently against the wall and leaped into a run.

      Luther followed only a few steps behind. Her chest tightened at the sound of screaming echoing in the hallway behind her. They reached the end and ran to the right, narrowly escaping a volley of bullets aimed to take them out and anyone else foolish enough to stand in their way.

      Her mate pushed her up the stairs faster and faster. They burst out the top into a patio covered by a vine-covered pergola. Moonlight filtered through the spaces between the beams.

      “The road, Mag.” Luther pointed, shifting direction and cutting across the perfectly manicured lawn.

      The cameras were down. The lights were dark. It wasn’t a full moon, thank the gods, but it was enough to light their way back to the docks. She ran hard, keeping pace with Luther and Faye.

      The lawn had been gentle, but the hard packed gravel of the road tore at her bare feet. There wasn’t an alternative. They couldn’t run through the densely forested areas without risking one or both of them twisting an ankle or breaking bones.

      A revving engine behind them doubled her heart rate. Fuck. Luther’s breathing was already labored. He’d carried her to the mansion, but that trek had been slow and methodical. Now he was in a full sprint, trying not to jostle the very pregnant teenager in his arms.

      Pain tore through her leg and she crumpled to the ground. Her momentum carried her down the road several yards before she stopped. Spitting gravel, she jumped to her feet and whimpered, unable to put pressure on left foot. Her ankle was twisted badly. The responsible pothole was barely visible in the soft moonlight.

      “Maggie!” Luther stopped a dozen yards away, put down Faye, and pointed to the dock. “You get to the boat parked at the dock. We’re right behind you.”

      The teen nodded and took off at a pace that surprised Maggie.

      Headlights rounded the corner and Maggie hobbled toward the edge of the road, but they were coming too fast. Impact was inevitable and was going to hurt like a bitch. Time slowed. Each nanosecond stretched like a piece of string that refused to snap. Her mind calculated how far she could hurl herself. It wasn’t far enough. But, if she could jump and hit the windshield instead of the heavy grill of the truck, the trauma to her body might be a bit less.

      Even then, survival wasn’t likely. She crouched to jump just as a huge body slammed into her from the side, knocking her all the way to the edge of the road.

      The sickening thump thump brought a scream to her throat.

      No. No. No.

      She crawled across the road toward Luther’s motionless body. His heart beat, but it was slowing. Blood seeped from his mouth with each exhalation.

      “Luther!” Tears burned  her eyes, blurring her vision. “No. You can’t have him. He’s mine. You brought him to me for a reason.” Her magick swirled in the air around her and she gingerly caressed his scraped cheek.

      If she bonded with him, it wouldn’t help. Not fast enough to matter. The healing would take more than twenty-four hours and would incapacitate her in the meantime. Only one other alternative surfaced in her mind, but it would change Luther forever and he might hate her in the end.

      The guards in the jeep had continued down the road, following Faye, as if they knew Maggie was helpless. And Luther was as good as dead.

      It couldn’t all be for nothing. Her team didn’t even know she was here. Would they ever know?

      Without the information and access she had, no one would be able to get onto this island with half a chance of taking down Adrian and his operation.

      Luther’s eyes fluttered open and he coughed. “Run.” The word was hardly more than a gurgle, but it still sounded like an order. Even dying, he was telling her what to do.

      “I love you. Please forgive me for what I’m about to do.” She leaned closer, whispering the old Irish words of the ancient spell that would save his life and curse him at the same time. “Cinniúint mé glaoch ar do ainm. Banna de mheon mac tíre ar a anam. Nacht an fear seo le draíocht agus a dhéanamh air do laoch. Ón lá seo go dtí a bhás beidh sé a bheith ar cheann de do roghnaithe. Ceangailte leis an ghealach. Ceangailte leis an draíocht.”

      The Moonbound curse had been passed from mother to daughter for centuries. It was a choice only a female werewolf had to face, if she fell in love with a human. It was also the only way to heal him fast enough to get them both off this island alive.

      “Live for me, Luther. Come back to me.” She kissed his lips, praying the magick would take hold in time.

      Maggie stood, putting gentle pressure on her already healing ankle. She had to get to Faye before the guards did. Stripping out of her clothes, she shifted and ran.

      [image: ]

      Luther rolled to one side and coughed. What had just happened?

      His whole body hurt, and hummed with energy at the same time. His left arm, which had been numb with pain, suddenly felt almost usable. He swiveled his head around, but nausea burbled up inside him.

      So much pain. He turned onto his stomach and breathed into the dirt. Get a grip, man. It’s temporary. Get up.

      He tried to remember what had happened. A thud when the Jeep had hit him, and he’d been in the air, then on the ground. But what? How could he be functional after that? He should be dead.

      A scream tore through the air and echoed toward him.

      Maggie.

      Faye.

      Raw energy surged through him and he was on his feet, limping along the road, doing his best to run. Every step he took, it seemed to get easier. Before he knew what he was doing, he was running.

      What the hell was going on?

      He stumbled across the crest of the hill and then down toward the dock. Just at the base, where the packed earth turned into sand, he saw the jeep parked, its headlights shining down toward the boathouse. The lights flickered as bodies moved right in front of them.

      Luther couldn’t make out what was happening, but as he got closer, he heard the snarl of Maggie’s wolf.

      One of the men yelled—if they were really men at all. After what he’d seen on the island, he wouldn’t have been surprised to find another couple of teenagers fighting Maggie and Faye.

      A gunshot made a loud crack sound and his pulse surged. He could feel something pressing against his skin. From the inside.

      What the damn hell?

      Another crack, and Faye yelped. Luther could just make out Maggie’s wolf jumping on the man with the gun with a vicious snarl.

      She was still alive.

      His muscles screamed to life and he ran at top speed, ignoring the thrumming pain. He unwrapped the sheet from around his arm that hampered its range of motion. He just needed to get to Maggie.

      When he reached the jeep, he saw one of the guards on the ground near the front wheel. His throat was a dark mess and he wasn’t moving.

      “Please, don’t kill me!” a male voice shouted. Luther’s eyes traveled to its source and another young guard was on the ground about ten feet away, his hands up. Maggie’s wolf advanced on him, growling, with slow steps.

      The young man had one wound across his shoulder already, but his weapon was gone. Faye cowered near one of the headlights and Luther scrambled toward her.

      “Are you okay?” He checked all her limbs, but didn’t find a wound. “Did he shoot you?”

      “N-no…” She pointed to the wolf. “He shot her.”

      But Maggie was moving. She was walking. She was fine. She would be fine.

      “Please. I promise. I won’t hurt her,” the young guard wailed. “Just let me go.”

      In a flash, Maggie’s tattooed arms and white flesh appeared. She stood like a proud warrior in the headlights. Naked and shaking.

      Luther jumped up and ran to her. He slid his arms around her and she jumped.

      Her eyes flashed wide, and she held his face in her hands. “Luther.” Her arms stole around his body and pain lanced through him. “Shit, I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

      “I’ll live,” he whispered, and crashed his lips against hers in a violent kiss. He’d thought he was dead, or she was dead… he couldn’t survive without this woman.

      A swish sounded in front of them, and a scramble of feet. Luther turned to follow the sound, but there were only puddles of blood in the sand where the young guard had been. He looked down the beach, but in the dark, with all the lights out, he couldn’t see much.

      The beach continued to slope down, toward the dark water, and a hundred yards ahead, the dark finger of the dock to the boathouse began, seeming to float in the air as the ground continued to slant to the tide. He couldn’t see the guard anywhere.

      Maggie grabbed his forearm. “Don’t go after him. We need to get Faye off the island before more guards come.”

      Luther glanced up and down her body. “You’re naked.”

      “I had to take off my clothes so I could shift.” She yanked at him and loosed a painful groan. “Dammit. I can’t carry her.”

      “We don’t have to carry her. She’s not wounded.”

      “But…” She glanced back at the girl, who still cowered against the front of the jeep. “I thought he shot her.”

      “She said he shot you.” He held her at arm’s length and looked over her whole body again.”

      “He did. Once.” She gestured to her shoulder, and among the tattoos, he could just make out an ooze of dark blood. “I’ll live, too.”

      Luther released a breath and touched her cheek. “When that Jeep came, and I didn’t know what happened…”

      She tensed and turned away from his hand. “I’m so sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “I had to save you. You would’ve died.” Her breath caught and she glanced over his shoulder. “Wait. Do you hear that?”

      A crackling sound came from inside the Jeep. They both walked toward it and Maggie sank to the ground beside the shivering teenager.

      “It’s okay, honey. We’re going to get you to safety.”

      Luther stepped over the body of the dead guard and stuck his head inside the Jeep. There was a radio staticking somewhere, but he couldn’t see it. He fumbled around on the ground on the driver’s side, but it wasn’t there. On the passenger’s side, his hand hit something plastic, and he picked it up.

      As soon as it was off the ground, the noise became louder. “Drake, do you copy?” the voice said, with a burst of static at the end.

      Luther rushed to Maggie’s side and dropped to the ground beside her. “Their radio.”

      “Let’s take it with us.” She struggled to her feet and pulled the girl along with her. “We need to go.”

      He followed, and they all stumbled down the beach together until they reached the long dock that stretched toward the beach house. Everything was dark in the house. Was Brooks still unconscious? Or was he trying to restore power?

      The radio burst to life again. “Drake, do you read me?”

      Their feet made loud clops on the wood, and almost drowned out a repeat from the radio. In front of him, Maggie had one arm around Faye and held the rail with the other. Neither of them could make fast progress.

      Not that he was winning any races himself. But they needed to hurry. Divide and conquer.

      “You take Faye onto the boat,” Luther called ahead. “Grab some clothes from my room and get settled down there.”

      Maggie turned her head and called back to him, “What are you going to do?”

      “I need to check on Brooks. Make sure he isn’t dead. Tell him what happened.”

      Faye continued to walk ahead, but Maggie stopped and faced him. “You have to leave him here.”

      He shook his head. “They’ll think he helped us.”

      “I knocked him out. He has a giant lump on his head. He’ll be fine.”

      “He’s my friend, Mag.” A tight feeling pressed at his chest and he ignored it. “I’m not losing anyone else today.”

      “We’re going to need to get back on this island.” She put one hand on her hip and her eyebrows knit together. “We may need him later.”

      “We’re not going to leave him behind.”

      “Luther, listen to me—”

      A lurch of static from the radio made them both jump. Luther dropped the radio instinctively and a loud thud sounded near the boathouse. He turned to the source of the noise.

      Faye lay in a white heap on the ground, just near the boathouse door, completely still.

      Still as a corpse.
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      Luther’s heart jumped into his throat and he ran for the girl. Maggie’s scream was otherworldly. One thought careened around in his mind.

      Snipers.

      When he reached Faye, his fingers immediately went for her pulse, but he couldn’t find one. He moved his hand on her neck, feeling around for one.

      But there was no shot.

      He hadn’t heard anything. The sniper had to be a mile away for him not to hear a sound. Not even the bullet landing.

      Still no pulse.

      Luther turned back to Maggie and reached out his hand. She stood, frozen, in the middle of the walkway, her hands over her mouth.

      “Come here,” he hissed. “Maggie. Now.”

      Maggie jumped to action and ran, her naked feet making soft clops on the wood. Her fingers went to Faye’s neck and she groped around for a pulse, just as he had.

      Luther gripped her shoulders and shook her. “She’s gone, Mag.”

      “No. No, no, no.” Maggie pulled at the white dress and Faye’s limp body came with it. “She can’t be gone. We-we-we have to… have to… get her off the island.” She clutched Faye to her chest. The girl’s dark hair fell over Maggie’s shoulder.

      “There might be more. We have to go now.” He yanked Faye away from her and pain spiked through his chest and arms. Ignoring the burning in his body, he pushed Maggie to her feet. “Go to the boat. Run. Stay low, but run.”

      She stumbled ahead, but kept looking back at him. He gathered Faye in his arms and struggled to his feet. She was dead weight.

      He levered himself against the wooden railing and staggered for the boat. Every step brought a new prayer, whispered only in his mind. Please don’t shoot. Please don’t shoot. Don’t shoot Maggie. Don’t shoot.

      They reached the end of the dock and lurched onto the boat. First, Maggie, collapsing with a wail, then Luther. He set Faye on the deck and sucked in air as fast as his burning lungs would allow. Her black hair made a sharp contrast against the white deck of the boat.

      She even looked dead.

      But if there was any chance she wasn’t dead, they had to take her. He scrambled back to the gangway and pulled it on board, then unhitched the rope that was still tied to the dock.

      He couldn’t risk going back in the open. He had to get Maggie to safety. The rope could be replaced. Maggie could not.

      She was huddled over Faye’s body, touching her neck, then her cheek. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      He knelt and slid his hand onto his mate’s shaking knee. “I’m going to go start the boat and get us out of here. Can you stay with her?”

      “She’s gone,” Maggie mumbled, tears falling from her eyes and onto his thumbs. “How can she be gone? She’s a wolf. How…I don’t…”

      Nope. Can’t leave her here alone with Faye.

      “Okay, new plan.” Luther hoisted the dead girl into his arms again and spit little gusts of air when his arms threatened to rebel. “Follow me.”

      He struggled up the steps to the main deck and carried Faye under the canopy, toward the control room. They were protected from a direct shooter who had a vantage on the road, but if the sniper had been located anywhere around the inlet, or had some kind of perch atop one of the dark floodlights, they weren’t protected anywhere. He needed to get Maggie to the cabin.

      They staggered past the couch, past the bar, through the open deck, and into the cabin. Safe. He fell to his knees. He had to be running on pure adrenaline, because he was certain he wouldn’t be able to go one more step, but then he went one more step. He left Faye on the floor and crawled to the captain’s seat.

      The motor roared to life and as they slowly made their way away from the dock, Luther felt the tension release in his chest.

      Maggie was safe.

      He locked the steering wheel on and let out a long breath. Once they were past the mile mark, on their way back to Choaca, he’d turn the lights on, but he couldn’t risk the sniper range.

      Those guns could shoot more than a mile.

      Luther walked across the cabin and picked Maggie up. She struggled at first, but when he settled her into one of the leather chairs, she seemed to calm. Her bleary eyes locked onto his.

      “How can she be dead?” Her head swung back and forth, slowly. “She can’t be dead. She’s a wolf.”

      “I don’t know, Mag.” He stroked her cheek. “I need to get you some clothes. Don’t move, okay?”

      She just kept shaking her head, but she was shaking so hard, he needed a blanket or some clothing or something. He dug around in the cabin closet and pulled out one of the blue Puerto Villa staff shirts.

      The color reminded him of Clara, deep in the basement of the big house. How had he not recognized the colors? But she couldn’t be on staff at the hotel. That can’t have been what she meant.

      His brain hadn’t been able to process it at the time.

      She meant staff at the house. But she’d called Adrian her father. How could she be staff?

      Luther shook his head and took the shirt to Maggie. He slipped it over her head and pulled her arms through the holes. It swallowed her.

      He shifted her onto his lap and sat back, rubbing her arms. There was so much about this situation that he didn’t understand.

      Maggie was safe.

      That was all that mattered.

      Once the lights of Choaca were in sight, he turned on the light and the stark illumination brought a grisly feel to the scene. Faye lay on her side near the door and Luther slid Maggie into the other chair.

      His arms shouted in pain every time he moved them, but he had to keep going. Maggie was almost catatonic, Faye was gone. He was the only one left.

      He took Faye to the couch under the canopy and laid her out straight. With the faint light from the cabin, he could just make out the lines of her face. He searched her body for the bullet hole. If it was a big enough wound, that would’ve put the sniper somewhere on the beach.

      Had it been the dead guard? Had he somehow survived? Or perhaps the other one, who escaped?

      But there was no wound. Luther rolled her over and checked every inch of the fabric. Nothing. No holes. No wounds.

      Impossible.

      “Is she really dead?” Maggie’s words cut him to the core.

      He turned to find her standing in the cabin door, gripping the boat with both hands, as if she was willing herself not to collapse.

      Luther ran to her and folded her into his arms. “Don’t look at this, Mag. We’ll be docking soon. I need to get back to the controls.” He pulled her with him, but she resisted.

      “Is she dead? Are you sure?”

      He sighed. “I’m sure. She’s gone.”

      Maggie shook her head and collapsed into one of the chairs. “I don’t understand. We were just standing there, and she…it doesn’t make sense.”

      “I know.” He unlocked the steering wheel and slowed their speed. They passed into the port and he headed for his familiar spot.

      He wouldn’t be able to come back to this spot. Never again.

      The silence between them was almost comforting. Nothing he could say would bring Faye back.

      Maggie needed the hospital, and he did…

      Luther glanced down at his left arm for the first time since he’d unwrapped it. Back on the island, in Rossi’s room, his flesh had been in ribbons, torn apart by a wolf. Having it wrapped had distracted him from the memory.

      Only now, there were pink marks down his arm where the flesh had been torn open. It was like he’d fast-forwarded past two weeks of stitches.

      What the hell?

      Had Maggie done some kind of spell on him to heal him? Was that why he couldn’t remember what had happened after the Jeep? Or before it?

      He shook himself as he pulled the boat up next to his parking spot. The docks were poorly lit at night, and he was going to have to turn on the lights down on the lower deck so they could get the gangway down and tie off. Not to mention the fact he needed a new anchor rope.

      “Alex!” Maggie’s voice cut into his planning and his heart lurched. She was looking at the dock and, sure enough, Luther saw a figure.

      He could barely make out the shape. The man stepped into the light, followed by another figure, and another. And another.

      Shit. Was her whole team waiting for them?

      Maggie was on her feet and waving before he could stop her. He pulled her back through the boat and toward the dock. “We have to be very careful,” he whispered. “If Rossi knows what happened on the island, we don’t have long to get off this boat.”

      “Alex is here,” she said, almost like a mantra. “And Niko. They can take Faye.”

      Luther tried to hide his shock, but barely succeeded. “Where are you going to take Faye?”

      “We need to take her back.” Maggie pointed wildly, over and over, toward the city. To her apartment? “She’s a wolf. She might not really be dead.”

      She’s dead, he wanted to say, but he held his tongue. They walked down the stairs to the lower deck. Two men jumped from the dock and landed on the boat. They stared at him for a long moment and looked up the steps toward the other deck, then back at him. The dark-haired one shook his head.

      Luther pointed to the gangway. “Put that across to the dock and if you can find a rope, tie us on.”

      “What the hell were you thinking, Maggie?” the dark, Hispanic-looking man with angry eyebrows advanced on them.

      “Hey, now.” Luther stepped between Maggie and the man and flexed his shoulders. “You leave her the hell alone.”

      “I just wanted to get into the security system,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, Alex, but there wasn’t time for a big meeting.”

      Ah, so this was Alex.

      Luther put his hand on the man’s chest and pushed him back toward the deck. The clunk of the gangway made them all turn, and two women filed onto the boat after the other man.

      “Gods, Mag, we were so worried.” One of the women came forward, her hands outstretched, and clasped Maggie in a hug. She looked vaguely familiar. Small and slight with a curtain of dark hair. A bright blue streak caught his attention.

      The hotel girl. She’d delivered supplies to his boat from…

      “Julianna,” he said aloud when he recognized the other woman. His insides constricted. “Maggie.” He grabbed for her. “We have to go.”

      “No, no.” Julianna reached for him. “I’m on your side. Luther.”

      His heartbeat raced. Adrian’s daughter. She was on their side?

      “She’s the one who told us you’d gone to the island,” Alex said, sliding a hand around Julianna’s waist.

      Ahhh. He glanced at Maggie, hanging onto the short Asian girl. “So this sleeping with the enemy thing runs deep with you guys.”

      Alex grunted. “You’re one to talk.”

      “I’m telling you, we have to go.” Luther pushed at Alex’s chest again. “We turned off the security system on the island. They know something’s wrong and this is the first place they’ll come to check.”

      “Then let’s go.” The other man gestured for everyone to follow.

      “No.” Maggie’s voice was weak, small. It tore Luther apart. “Faye. We have to bring Faye.”

      “Who’s Faye?” Alex exchanged a look with Julianna, then with the others. “Where is she?”

      “She’s dead.” Tears slipped from Maggie’s eyes. “It’s my fault, Alex. We tried to rescue her, but… I don’t know what happened.”

      “It’s not important,” Luther said. “The important thing is, we need to get out of here.” He tried to pull Maggie, but she stood her ground.

      “I’m not leaving without Faye.” She glared at Luther and guilt lanced him straight to his heart.

      Did he want to leave the girl behind to forget what’d happened? There were plenty of arms to do the carrying. But he knew why Maggie wanted to bring her along. She was convinced the girl was still alive.

      She was dead.

      “Fine,” he said at last. He thumbed up the stairs. “She’s in the control room. At the front of the boat.”

      Alex took off up the stairs and the other man lifted Maggie into his arms, stepping toward the gangway.

      Luther pulled at him. “I don’t think so, buddy. Get your hands off her.”

      She touched his hand and gave him a sad glance. “Let Niko do this. You have to take everything with you. We can’t come back, now that Adrian will know what you’ve done.”

      Niko raised his eyebrows. “I’ve got her, man. Don’t worry.”

      “She needs a hospital,” Luther said.

      “She just needs to go home.” The guy’s voice was unforgiving. Solid.

      Luther didn’t have the strength to argue. Maggie might be a fast healer, but she’d been shot. He would take her himself if he had to.

      “Hannah and I will help you,” Julianna said, pointing back toward the boat. “We should be able to carry anything you can’t live without.”

      “I’m never coming back here.” He had to say the words aloud to believe them. He’d found the woman he couldn’t live without, but he was about to lose the only home he’d known since Boston. Ten years and no home, and now he had to leave the boat behind. “I’m never coming back,” he repeated.

      “Let’s go,” Alex called, careening down the stairs with Faye in his arms. “We’ll meet you back at the apartment.”

      Luther led the two women to his room and tried to imagine a life without this place. He walked around his room, thinking of what he could take, but everything seemed to be worthless.

      He grabbed a duffle bag and threw his wallet, gun, and computer into it. Hannah and Julianna had opened drawers and were cleaning out clothes and putting them on the bed. He grabbed a pair of jeans, some boxers, a t-shirt, and some socks, and threw it all in the bag, then walked out of the room.

      On the way up to the deck, he stopped at the safe and opened it. He took the bag with his savings in it, and led the women back out into the night.

      He had to leave this whole life behind.

      Luther was done with Adrian Rossi.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    

    
      The apartment was dark when he arrived. Niko opened the door when they knocked and deadbolted it behind them. Maggie was nowhere to be seen. Luther set his bag on the ground and the women took chairs at the table where Alex was already sitting.

      “Where’s Maggie?” Something under his skin buzzed, like there was another energy there, trying to get out. He looked around the dark room and saw a tiny glow in the living room. Faye had been laid out under a barely-glowing lamp. Like a desk lamp, hovering over her.

      Still no Maggie.

      “She’s in the shower. We need to know what happened.” Alex drilled Luther with dark anger in his eyes. “I personally would like you to explain why you took Maggie, alone, out to the most dangerous place on creation, without calling us and asking for backup.”

      He sat and laced his hands together, trying to keep his calm. This asshole wanted a fight, but Luther was done fighting. “Maggie wanted to go to the boathouse, just on the beach. She thought she could get into the core of the system there and maybe find schematics of the house, or something.” He pressed his fingers together. “We didn’t know there was a second system.”

      “It was supposed to be recon, then?” Niko asked, raising a light brow.

      “Yes.”

      “Then how did you end up with a dead girl?” Alex gritted his teeth. “And why is Maggie full of fucking bullets?”

      “Take it easy on him, Alex.” Julianna stroked the man’s arm and spoke in a calming voice. “He’s got wounds of his own.”

      “We’ve been on assignment now for two months,” Alex snapped. “Maggie is like my sister. I want to know why this asswipe thinks he can mess with my sister.”

      “It was her idea.” Luther let his head shake slowly from side to side. “I told her we would only go to the boathouse, and then we had to come back. But the system wasn’t set up how we thought. It was like a phantom system was hiding somewhere. She ran off to find it before I really knew what was going on.”

      “So it’s her fault?” Alex rose a few inches and Julianna grabbed his forearm.

      “Alex.” She pulled him down. “Stop.”

      “How did the girl die?” Niko asked, a calmness in his voice that Luther appreciated.

      No sense stirring up trouble when they’d had so much already.

      “I don’t know. I thought she’d been shot by a sniper, but…” Luther glanced toward the living room. Faye’s body had been laid out on the floor in the dark. He could see the glint of her white dress, but nothing else. “We didn’t have time to find out. We just had to take her. Maggie thought she might still be alive.”

      “So she was a wolf?” The Asian girl put her hand on Niko’s thigh and the muscles in her forearm tightened.

      “We think she was Rossi’s—” Luther glanced up at Julianna. “We don’t know who she is, really. Except that the women told us to take her.” He snapped his mouth shut when the rest of the details threatened to spill out of him.

      “It’s my fault.” Maggie’s voice carried through the room and stuck inside Luther like an arrow. She stepped into the kitchen, a towel on her head. She wore the same blue shirt he’d put on her in the yacht.

      He reached for her and she walked to his side, her steps slow and careful. “It’s not your fault,” he said. “We don’t know what happened.”

      Once she was in the low light, his eyes went straight to her shoulder where the neck was so wide, it hung open still. Where there’d been a wound, there was now only skin. She was a fast healer, but…

      He glanced down at his own arms.

      Healed. This magick.

      It confounded him. When they were alone, he’d ask her about how she had done it. What spell she had cast on him to make his skin come back together.

      “We should do an autopsy,” Julianna suggested. “I know one of the coroners and he can put us in touch with—”

      Alex raised his hand to her shoulder. “She’s a wolf. If there’s something wrong with her, we need another wolf to look at her.”

      “But isn’t she dead?” Luther asked, glancing around the table.

      “She is,” Alex responded. “But she’s a wolf, so the wound might’ve healed. We need someone who knows what they’re looking for. How do you think your arm healed so fast?”

      Luther’s mouth dropped open. “I’m not a wolf.”

      The whole table turned to glare at Maggie.

      “How does he not know?” Alex growled.

      “I told Niko, I hadn’t had a chance to talk to him. There were… it was…”

      “Tell me what?” Luther turned to stare up at her. “Mag. Tell me what?”

      Her mouth tightened and she touched the edge of the wound on his bicep, then traced a few inches and stopped. “I had to. I told them, I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Maggie.” Luther grabbed her hand. “Tell me what?”

      Her brows turned down and her forehead wrinkled. Her finger was hot on his skin. “I made you a wolf.”

      [image: ]

      Emotions churned in his eyes, flecks of gold from the magick of the wolf spirit were settling into place. His shoulder was healing nicely already, which meant his internal injuries were well on their way as well. By the next day he’d barely be able to feel that he’d been run over by a Jeep.

      “Take the back bedroom tonight, Maggie. Talk. Rest. You two have a lot to sort out.” He nodded toward Faye’s body. “We’re going to call in a favor with Hannah’s family and get a doctor down here to examine Faye.”

      Maggie fought to swallow the accumulating spit in her mouth. It wasn’t supposed to go this way. She’d turned every system on the island off. But Faye was dead. Something had killed her. Guilt pressed on Maggie’s chest. The young woman’s death was on her hands, no matter what anyone said. And Luther was alive…but cursed. And confused and probably angry. The pit at the bottom of her stomach twisted, reminding her that he might hate her for what she’d done.

      Leave her.

      How would she survive without Luther? Everything had changed now.

      “Take her.” Niko urged at Luther, pointing to the dark hallway.

      Luther wrapped an arm around Maggie’s waist and tugged her away from the group.

      “I’m so sorry. Please forgive me,” she sobbed. “I couldn’t lose you. It was selfish. But I couldn’t watch you die.”

      He tucked her against his strong frame, half walking half carrying her toward the hallway. “Shhhhhhh. There is nothing to forgive.” He pushed open the bedroom door and closed it behind them.

      Maggie’s knees gave out, but he caught her around the waist and sat on the edge of the bed, cradling her in his arms. “I just don’t understand how any of this works.” He tucked a lock of her short hair behind her ear and kissed the top of her head. “I need you to tell me.”

      The magick rolled off him in waves, comforting her, soothing the ache in her soul. He was her mate. They weren’t bonded yet, but she belonged to him. They belonged together and he wasn’t rejecting her.

      “I cursed you.”

      “Cursed?”

      “The spell is a blessing and a curse wrapped together.”

      “So, will I change into a wolf like you, now?”

      His honest curiosity tugged at her heart, pulling her out of the pit she’d thrown herself into. Everything had happened for a reason on this mission. Fate had been in control from the very beginning—sending certain enforcers to Mexico, having them find their mates, her finding Luther.

      But…changing him without his permission. Without letting him make that choice. She’d taken Fate into her own hands and the punishment had been Faye’s death.

      Darkness descended over her thoughts again.

      “Maggie?”

      “You can shift now, yes,” she answered, her voice void of emotion. “I asked Fate to give you a wolf spirit to protect and heal you.”

      “Because of the Jeep. On the island.”

      Maggie pushed out of his arms and stood a few feet away from him. His dark eyes flashed with hurt. He missed her touch as instantly as she did.

      “It’s not all bad. But I did it without your consent. Without asking you if you wanted to be bound to the moon.”

      Luther rose from the bed and walked toward her, but she backed away, shaking her head. “I’m so afraid that…” She couldn’t finish.

      When he heard how she’d trapped him for the rest of his life. His tune would change.

      “Stop running from me.”

      She paused at his words. He was right. Maggie was backing away from him, getting closer and closer to the open bathroom door.

      He sat on the bed again and patted the mattress beside him. “Just tell me what it is. So much has happened, Mag. I just need the truth. Please.”

      Taking a deep breath, she stepped closer and dropped to sit beside him on the bed. “Only female wolves can change a man. It’s a spell reserved to use if we fall in love and mate a human.”

      “It healed me.”

      Maggie nodded. “A mate bond would’ve done the same thing without turning you into a wolf, but not fast enough, and I would’ve had to feel your injuries.”

      “Feel them?”

      “Experience them psychosomatically.”

      “God, Maggie. I was almost dead.”

      “I know. Bonding with you would’ve incapacitated me for a day, or more. It just wasn’t feasible for the situation. So I used the only other option I had.” She drew in a deep breath, allowing his calmness to soothe her worries. Maybe he really wouldn’t leave her. “Magick always comes at a price. You’re alive and well, but you are bound to the moon just like me. Like all of us. It’s a half moon now, so you have time to adjust to the idea, but on a full moon…we all shift. There isn’t a choice. We’re trapped in our wolf forms from sunset to sunrise the next morning.”

      His body tensed and he stood from the bed, turning to face her. “Every full moon?”

      “Yes.”

      “How do you hide this problem from people? From humans.”

      A tiny sliver of amusement tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Very carefully.”

      “And the bond, you spoke of. The…mate bond?”

      “There’s no rush. I know this has to be completely overwhelming. I’m sorry.”

      Luther knelt on the floor in front of her, placing a palm on one of her thighs. The touch calmed her racing heart and dried the tears threatening to drown her eyes. “You saved my life. I’d be dead without you. I’m never going to regret the choice you made for me.” He rubbed his thumb in a circular pattern over her bare thigh. “I feel strange things since waking up. And your friends…they look different to me. You look different to me.”

      Maggie nodded. “We all have a magickal signature, like a radio wave that we emit. Its how we can sense each other when we are near. Certain relationships produce stronger signals.”

      “Like a mate bond.”

      “Yes. A mate bond is one of the strongest, but also the most encompassing. Our emotions become telepathically linked and we experience everything the other feels. From a stubbed toe, to a stabbing.”

      Luther shook his head. “I don’t think I’m ready for that.”

      Her heart clenched. Of course he wasn’t. He shouldn’t be. But it still hurt to hear.

      “I want you, Mag. Whatever that entails, but I need to let this whole wolf thing settle first. Can you give me time?”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks, hot and searing. “Of course. You’re my mate, Luther, even if you’re never ready to bond. I’ll always be there for you. Always.”

      He reached up and wiped her cheeks with his fingers. “What happened today was not your fault. Do you hear me?”

      She nodded.

      “Adrian Rossi is a monster and we’re going to beat him. I’m not leaving Choaca until we do.”

      Maggie leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Luther’s neck. Hope had bloomed in her heart. He wasn’t angry. Or upset.

      He was just trying to cope with his new set of circumstances. But he wanted her. He’d told her he wanted her.

      “Lie down and try to sleep. I’m going to take a shower and then I’ll join you.”

      She released him and sighed. Exhaustion didn’t even begin to describe what she felt. She turned and crawled up the length of the mattress where she let her head sink slowly into one of the giant feather pillows stacked against the headboard. “Promise, you’re coming back.” Maggie craned her head and glanced over her shoulder as Luther disappeared into the bathroom.

      “I promise.” The bass of his voice rumbled through the room, and his earnest response relaxed her enough to release the tension she’d been carrying since they left the dock.

      Her eyelids drooped and she slipped away into a safe place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      Luther woke to a knock on the door. He reached for Maggie and found her still with him. She’d moved closer to him in the night, and they were touching everywhere their bodies could touch, like they were almost one person.

      He could handle this. Really.

      “Yeah?” he whispered across the room.

      The door opened and a crack of light splintered the dark. He looked at the windows, but there were black-out curtains. He had no idea what time it was.

      “Are you awake?” a female voice whispered back. “Maggie?”

      “She’s asleep.” Luther pulled his head up just enough to see the Asian wolf with the blue streak in her hair standing in the door with something in her hands.

      “I have coffee,” she said.

      Hannah. That was her name.

      “Thanks, Hannah. I’m gonna wait for Maggie to wake up if you don’t mind.”

      “I’m up,” Maggie croaked, and his chest expanded, like his heart was Grinch-growing or something. He slipped his arm around her waist and hauled her against him. He wanted her to be closer.

      “I have coffee,” Hannah repeated in a slightly louder voice. “We waited to wake you until my dad got here.”

      “Your dad?” Maggie groaned, sliding her hand down Luther’s arm and patting him. “Your dad is, like, in this apartment?”

      “We called him last night, when you got back.” She set the mug on the dresser near the door. “I’ll bring you another one. I just didn’t know if Luther liked coffee.”

      “I’m good, Hannah. Thanks.” He threaded his fingers through Maggie’s and squeezed her hand in his. “If you can give us just a minute, we’ll be right out.”

      The door closed and she snuggled her shoulders back against his chest. One leg wrapped itself around his and, for the first time, Luther realized that nothing hurt. Anywhere. He held up his arm, disengaging from Maggie’s fingers, and surveyed every inch. There were faint scars, but barely.

      This wolf thing wasn’t bad at all.

      “Your scars will heal.” She traced one of the jagged ones with her fingertip. “I had deep ones, once, that took a couple of weeks, so I don’t know when. But they will heal.”

      “All my scars? Or just the ones I got yesterday?” Luther almost pulled up his shirt to check the bullet hole in his side. He could do that later. It didn’t matter.

      What mattered was that Maggie was there, with him, and he was alive, with her. Wolf or not, he was a lucky man. A blessed man.

      “I don’t know. I bet Dr. Lee would know.” She turned in his arms and faced him, her dark eyes searching his face.

      Luther turned his head so she wouldn’t have to smell his morning breath. “But we apparently still have bacteria. I can taste mine and it’s still gross.”

      Maggie giggled and snuggled against his chest. “We’re still human, sort of. And yes, we still have morning breath.”

      “So, there isn’t a special brand of fangpaste I will need to brush with in the morning?”

      “Luther. You don’t have fangs.” Her laugh filled him with hot energy.

      He loved to make her laugh. She had a musical laugh.

      “Well, not as a human, anyway,” she said.

      “Well, this human-slash-wolf-slash-male-slash-whatever needs some fangpaste.”

      Maggie slipped an arm around his waist and pressed herself closer. “I don’t care about your morning breath.”

      The corners of his mouth pulled up and he slid her across his body, to the other side of the bed. “Well, Hannah’s dad might.”

      She kissed his t-shirt. “I have some mouthwash in the bathroom if you’re that worried about it.”

      He sat up and she kept her arms around him, moving with his body. With a swoop, he lifted her up, off the bed, and deposited her on the floor. “Wow. I like this being a wolf thing. I died yesterday, but today, I have abs of steel.”

      She punched his shoulder. “Don’t make me regret saving your life by making bad jokes.”

      Luther sat forward and pulled her to stand between his legs. “There she is,” he whispered. “There’s my funny girl again.” He eased her head down and took her lips in a kiss.

      Maggie gripped his face with her hands and ravaged his mouth. She laughed against him and pushed herself toward the bathroom. “You’re right. We both have morning breath.”

      “You should change, by the way.” He sat still on the edge of the bed and watched her movements. She was so graceful, so athletic, and he could watch her forever. “Not that I dislike seeing you in my clothes—to be honest, that’s the dream—but I’d prefer if everyone on earth didn’t get to look at you half-dressed like this.”

      She gargled and spit in the sink. “Speaking of clothes, Donovan probably has something you can borrow. You’re about the same size.”

      “Only…I’m bigger than him, of course.”

      Maggie stood in the bathroom door and pulled the shirt over her head. “Of course you are.” She crossed one leg in front of the other, seductively. “Not that I would know.”

      “That was not a euphemism.” Luther crossed the room and put his big hands on her tiny shoulders. “Nevermind. Let’s not go there. I’d rather be able to look Donovan in the eye when I meet him.”

      “I have some clothes in my room.” She stepped past him, the shirt in her hands. “I’ll meet you in the living room.”

      “Hold on, hold on.” He ran after her and grabbed the shirt, slipping an arm around her waist. “No woman of mine is going to prance around in front of other men with no clothes on.”

      She smiled up at him and twisted her body back and forth. “It’s nothing we haven’t all seen before.”

      “I don’t care.” He forced the shirt over her head and pulled it down past her waist. “You’re mine now, Mag.” He took her hand and placed it over his heart. “And I am yours.”

      Her lips parted and her eyebrows rounded. She looked at their hands, then kissed the rough skin of his exposed thumb. “Who knew you were so controlling? I guess I should’ve asked more questions before I saved your life.”

      Luther smiled and held her hand tight as she walked away. “You’ll learn for next time, I guess.”

      “There won’t be a next time.” She stopped when they both reached maximum armspan, but neither would let go.

      He wanted to pull her back into his arms.

      “Let’s count on that.” He released her hand and went in to the bathroom. He used the head, washed his face, gargled, and tried to make himself a presentable human for the world. Only he wasn’t human anymore.

      He’d known he felt something different—that the world was different—after he’d woken up in the road on that island. Luther glanced in the mirror. He was still the same old Luther. Same lines on his face. Same faint scar from the monkey bars in third grade. Although, maybe that would go away.

      Would being a wolf erase everything from his past? Like a clean slate?

      He traced the old scar. Was it fainter than it had been yesterday? He couldn’t tell.

      Did he want it to be? That was the real question.

      The bedroom door opened and Maggie called out to him. “I found some shorts, at least.”

      “I have clothes, y’know. Not many. But I brought a pair of jeans at least, I think. I don’t remember much from last night.”

      “Well, you can wear these for now. Donovan won’t miss them.” She tossed the black shorts toward him, followed by a t-shirt.

      He set the clothes on the bed and began to undress himself. Maggie’s eyes followed his naked body, and he could feel the spark igniting between them again.

      Something urgent was always pushing him toward her, but now, it was more visceral. Like someone’s hands urging him into her.

      Luther pulled on the shorts and the t-shirt and looked around for his shoes. He couldn’t remember where he’d left them. It felt strange to be without shoes. On the boat, everything was wet, and he was always wearing something on his feet. But the apartment had a solid floor, and a dry one at that.

      Would he miss the boat?

      He glanced up at Maggie. “Are they waiting on us?”

      “I imagine so.” She picked up the coffee cup and blew on the surface. After the first swallow, a look of pure bliss crossed her features. “Oh wow. I needed this.” She turned back to the hallway and inclined her head. “Coming?”

      Luther stood still and stared at her. He felt like he could spend his life just watching Maggie. The way she moved, the things she said… how had he come to deserve a woman like this?

      A wolf like this.

      “Coming.” He stepped out of the circle of his old clothes and followed her down the hallway to the living room. Her hand swung back and he caught it, squeezing her hand.

      They were going to do this together.

      Someone was in the middle of speaking, and all Luther caught was the tail end of a sentence. “And there is no way back on to the island to see the conditions.”

      “That’s right,” Alex’s voice rang out.

      When he came around the corner, the sight that greeted him was strange and macabre. Someone had set up a big table—looked like a massage table—in the middle of the room, and all the lamps from the room had been gathered around the table between a large group of people.

      Or wolves.

      Most of them, anyway. He could sense the signature Maggie had talked about. Julianna was obviously human, but the others were all wolves.

      “Ahhh, here’s the intrepid couple.” A man’s deep, cultured voice greeted them.

      Luther kept walking until he found the source.

      The crowd parted.

      In the middle of the table, with a scalpel in his hand, was a large, broad-faced Asian man. His signature was different from the others. More powerful.

      “Dr. Lee, good to meet you at last. This is Luther.” Maggie stepped between her friends and stood across from the powerful man. Luther put his hands on her hips and repeated the nod.

      “I’ve heard lots about you, Luther.” The man smiled over his glasses, then looked down. On the table, in the midst of the crowd, lay the girl who’d died on the island. Faye. There was a cover over her, and in the very center of her chest, a flap of cloth was open, and Luther could see inside her body.

      The autopsy.

      “What have you found?” Maggie asked.

      Dr. Lee pointed into the flap of cloth with his long, silver tongs. “There’s some kind of pocket in here. Her body remodeled around it, so I think it was placed there at such an early age, there have been years of healing around it.”

      “A pocket?” Luther asked, looking for what he described. But he wasn’t a surgeon. He couldn’t understand what he was seeing.

      “Yes.” The man pointed again. “Right here, near the heart, it appears as though there was something here.”

      “But it exploded,” Alex said, matter-of-factly. “Or part of it did.”

      “That’s likely, yes.” Dr. Lee nodded. “They were recounting, for me, what happened when the young woman passed last night, and I have two theories.” He put down the scalpel and pulled the cloth down so her whole body was covered. “One is that someone saw you escaping and set off some kind of self-destruct device that had been implanted in her.”

      “Like Mission Impossible,” one of the men said.

      Several of the wolves rolled their eyes and one of the women in the back spoke up. “Everyone knows what self-destruct means, Donovan.”

      Snarky. He liked her, whoever she was.

      “And the other is…?” Maggie asked, leaning toward Dr. Lee.

      “And the other is, that there was some kind of serum or drug or something that was contained in that pocket, and when she got a certain distance away from the source of a radio frequency, the pocket automatically opened.” He held up his fingers in a circle, as though there was a quarter inside them. “There’s a small opening in one side of the pocket, and it appears to have been full of liquid of some kind—I’ll have to run tests back in Seattle to be certain what kind—and it sits close enough to the artery, that could have been the target.”

      “Why would someone have this inside them?” Julianna asked.

      When Luther finally clapped eyes on her, he saw the disgust lined into her pretty face.

      Her hand at her throat, she added, “Did my father do this?”

      “We can’t be certain,” Lee said. “But you certainly are not responsible for his actions, Julianna.”

      The man’s words had a gravity to them that Luther couldn’t place. Like what he said was more important than what anyone else said. Julianna did not relax, but Luther found himself slipping toward ease. He wanted to be at ease.

      “He doesn’t want her to leave the island, obviously.” Niko crossed his arms. “Why, we can only guess.”

      Maggie released a breath. “Marco.” She looked around the circle. “Elise. Lani. That’s why.”

      Luther didn’t recognize any of the names, but they appeared to mean something to everyone else. He squeezed Maggie’s hips in his hands. “So, how do we stop him?”

      “You don’t.” Dr. Lee backed up from the table. “We’re grateful for this team, and for the work you’ve all done. You’ve sacrificed so much to come here and chase this man, and all because your alphas told you to go.” He put his hand on Hannah’s shoulder. “But we won’t ask this of you any longer.”

      “We?” Luther asked.

      “The alphas.” Dr. Lee pulled Hannah into his chest. “Your mission was to discover Adrian Rossi’s identity and location, and you have. But this mission has moved into the realm of danger that none of you are prepared for.” He nodded at Maggie. “We almost lost you yesterday, and your mate. We don’t want to lose anyone.”

      Maggie’s shoulders tensed against Luther and he tried to stop her, but she burst out of his arms and scurried around the table. “No. You can’t do this. The alphas don’t know this place. And I’ve been on that island. I’ve been inside his system for weeks. I know this man. You have to give us the chance.”

      Dr. Lee continued to pull on Hannah, and back toward the door. “None of the alphas want to risk your well-being any longer. This is a matter for the Rangers.”

      Rangers? Luther walked after Maggie, but she was about half a second from getting in Dr. Lee’s face, and the two guards that flanked the apartment door might not like that too much.

      He reached for her and she shook him off.

      “They’re going to need us,” she insisted.

      The calm-faced Asian man shook his head. “We’re going to raid the island, Maggie, and I’m afraid you all have been ordered to return to your alphas.”

      Maggie was shivering in rage. She was going to jump the dude.

      Luther grabbed at her arm again and tried to anchor her.

      “You can’t!” she shouted. “They’ll all be killed like Faye.”

      “We don’t know that.” Dr. Lee’s eyebrows lifted. “None of the alphas want to lose these girls, but we can’t allow you all to put yourselves in harm’s way any longer, when you’re untrained.” He moved around Hannah and put his hand on Maggie’s shoulder. “Look. Your alphas never realized what kind of danger this would put you in when we initiated this mission. Yes, you’re all enforcers, but this island has defenses we never expected, and requires tactical action. We need to contact Bill Cavanaugh in the Defense Department and ask him to send in the Black Wolves.”

      Luther stepped between Maggie and the doctor, raising his finger into the man’s face. “You don’t know how brave she has been,” he said. “Or the rest of them. They’ve all been willing to take risks to see this through. And me, you can’t order me around. I’m going to personally make sure that Adrian Rossi can’t hurt another living thing if I have to rip him apart myself.”

      Dr. Lee smiled and looked down at Luther’s raised finger. He held up his hand to stop the bodyguards from advancing. “I know you have a special hatred for this man, Luther, and I can understand it, but—”

      “Just give us one chance,” Hannah piped up.

      Her father froze and his previously relaxed smile tightened dangerously in the corners. He whirled on her.

      “One chance, that’s all we need.” Maggie picked up the mantra. “Let us use Luther’s contacts. I installed a back-door into the mainframe this time, and from the main control access. If I can get back in, I might be able to find out what kind of failsafe caused Faye to die the way she did.” She sighed. “Please, just give us a chance first.”

      Dr. Lee glanced around the room at the determined faces, and his gaze landed on his daughter.

      Hannah had edged away from him and one of the wolves put an arm around her shoulders.

      “I still have a man on the inside,” Luther said. “Let me get ahold of him. If I can get us back on the island, without hurting anyone else, then we might be able to disable whatever killed Faye, and get the rest of them out.”

      Dr. Lee released a tight gust of air, keeping his shoulders level. He wasn’t showing fear, which a group of animals—spirit or not—would have pounced on. But he was about to be persuaded.

      “I promise, no one from the team will be in harm’s way. And you can always call in your Rangers as a back-up plan.”

      The older man nodded, at last, and the entire room gasped a breath.

      Maggie’s fingers gripped his and Luther couldn’t help smiling. They were going to get the chance to take down the monster, after all.

      Now, all they needed was a plan.
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      “I want to mate you.”

      Maggie swallowed her gum, coughed, and looked up at Luther from over her laptop screen. Snorts erupted from all corners of the living room where members of the team were doing their damnedest to keep from laughing out loud.

      “You’ve already done that,” Niko wheezed, covering his huge grin with the palm of his hand. “It’s called sex.”

      He glared at Niko, but the Chicago mobster just snickered a little more. The team slowly rose from their respective seats and filed out of the apartment, probably down to Julianna and Alex’s. Still, it was nice of them to give she and Luther a modicum of privacy.

      Her breath caught in her throat. Luther had said he needed time. It’d only been a couple of days since Hannah’s father had left with Faye’s body to do follow up testing in Seattle.

      The team, including Luther had been shut up in the apartment just on the off chance that Adrian had anyone following Julianna. Better safe than sorry.

      Now out of the blue in the middle of the afternoon…he declared his intentions to bond. He called it mating, but she knew what he meant.

      Why now?

      He rose from his seat and knelt on the floor in front of her.

      She set her laptop aside and smiled. “You mean, bond?”

      “I guess. You said there was another link that would connect us for life. I know I said I needed time, but I don’t need any more.”

      “Bonding is equivalent to marriage in our circles.”

      “I haven’t gotten a ring yet.”

      Her smiled widened. “A ring can be for later. Fate will bring the tattoos for the bond.”

      Luther shook his head and grinned. “You talk about Fate like it’s an entity. Not a person, but—”

      “She’s  a goddess. I do believe that. She’s the source from where all magick originates. She brought us all on this mission. The chances of so many of us finding our mates in such a short time, one right after the other, are astronomically ridiculous. Without Fate’s intervention none of us would’ve been in the right place at the right time. The magick you feel between us…is her. She is very real.”

      “We get tattoos?”

      A chuckle slipped from between Maggie’s lips. “Yes. Fate will design us a unique set of matching bracelets.”

      “We get these via email? Or—h”

      She slapped his arm and rolled her eyes. “Really?”

      “Hey, I’m the newbie at all this wolfy-magick-bonding stuff. But I was hoping you and your friends might go out to the beach with me tonight so we could sorta have a ceremony…if this is that kinda thing. But if you want to do it privately, just say the word. You said there wasn’t a rush, but I feel like there’s something missing between us and I just can’t stop feeling like this is what it is?”

      Tears welled and rolled down her cheeks. The bond was exactly what was missing between them. She was so happy to be at his side, safe and secure, and protected in his arms. But a bond was so much more.

      A bond would seal the cord that’d grown between them into place. It was why he felt something was missing. Why she also felt it acutely.

      “Am I doing it wrong? Should we wait until after all of this?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I’m just happy,” Maggie answered as he wiped her cheek with his thumb, brushing away the steadily streaming tears. “There’s nothing you could do that would make me happier.”

      “So tonight?”

      “Tonight.”

      [image: ]

      The beach was dark, and the swish-ahhh of crashing waves brought a natural musicality to the isolated strip of white sand. A hazy, nearly-full moon hung in the sky, but it was the torchlight that illuminated the night.

      Each of the team members—Niko, Hannah, Andrea, Donovan, Danielle, Alex, and Julianna—stood in a half-moon around Luther and Maggie with a dripping torch in their hand. The salute of fire made the whole scene feel like Camelot.

      Luther and Maggie faced each other inside the circle and he took her hands. He couldn’t get enough of looking at her. The colorful spray up and down her arms contrasted with the cream of the dress Julianna had picked out for her.

      Truth be told, he would’ve married her in a garbage bag, and she would’ve been stunning. But the dress and the flicker of the flames…he never could’ve imagined such a breathtaking bride.

      Mate.

      She squirmed under the squeeze of his hands. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      Luther squared his shoulders and nodded. “Couldn’t be more ready.”

      “I’m going to say the words of the spell, and the tattoos will write themselves.”

      “Wait.” He gripped her hard and her brows practically floated to the sky, around her wide eyes.

      “Luther, if you’re having second thoughts, that’s fine. We can do this any—”

      “Stop talking, Mag.” One corner of his mouth tugged up. “Before you say the spell. I need to say something.”

      With a tight breath, she whispered, “You can say anything you want.”

      He raised his voice so the whole team could hear, but he locked on to Maggie’s deep, fathomless eyes. “A week ago, I was a shell. Today, I am full. I think this Fate thing you talk about is real. I don’t know how it works, and I don’t think I have to know. But I see the evidence.” Emotion took hold of his throat and gripped hard. He pushed out a quick breath and blinked at the sky.

      “Luther, you don’t have to—”

      “No. I do.” He swallowed and met her eyes again. “You make me want to be the person you think I am.” He shook his head. “I’m not that man, yet. But I know that with you around, I will be.”

      Tears slipped down Maggie’s cheeks. “You are a good man, Chris Parker.”

      From somewhere in the circle, Niko whispered, “Who’s Chris Parker?”

      Maggie’s smile widened and she tilted her head to one side. “It’s a long story, Nik. The important thing is, Chris Parker is a good man.”

      Luther’s mouth went dry and tears burned their way up his throat. “Chris Parker was a cop killer, and Luther Frost was a criminal. But you made me something else. You gave me a purpose, and a family, and that’s more than I deserve.”

      Her tears fell in earnest and she squeezed his hands. “Fate doesn’t make mistakes.”

      With a smile, Luther glanced around at the circle. “Anyway, continue your ceremony. I just wanted to say, I’ve never loved anybody before. But I can love you. That’s weird for me to say out loud, but there it is.” He sighed through tight lips.

      Maggie closed her eyes. “Chun tú Geallaim mo chroí agus anam go deo.” She took a deep breath and repeated the spell once more. “Chun tú Geallaim mo chroí agus anam go deo.”

      At her words, metallic green marks materialized around their wrists, wrapping and knotting into a double-set of intricate bracelets on each wrist. His matched hers, exactly.

      “Holy shit.” Luther let go of one hand and held his up to the torchlight. “Magick tattoos.”

      She giggled and pulled him toward her. Her lips parted for him, and when he kissed her, it truly felt like they had sealed something. Muffled claps came from the team members, slapping one hand against their thighs or arms or stomachs, trying not to disrupt the very skillful torch-holding.

      “That was fast.” He took her hand in his and held it up to examine it.

      Maggie let out a little sigh and examined them closely. “Wow, I forgot. They’re… these are not like my family’s tattoos.” She traced the outline of his bracelet with one tiny finger.

      “Well, Luther’s not part of your family,” Donovan said. “The magick would write a new pattern, for a new wolf pack.”

      “A new pack,” Maggie whispered. Her eyes met his. “We just started our own pack.”

      Luther couldn’t help the ten-mile smile that spread across his face.

      He had a family. A mate.

      “Wait,” Alex piped up. “That makes Luther an alpha.”

      The whole group laughed and Maggie just stood, quietly holding his hands, while everyone else talked around them.

      She was his family, and that was all that mattered. The pack stuff, the politics, that was all well and good. But he belonged to someone. And she belonged to him.

      Luther chuckled and looked at the sky.

      She’s mine.

      “What?” she asked, leaning in to him. “What’s so funny?”

      He winked at her and pulled her tight against him. He snaked his head around hers and whispered, “Who’s your alpha?”
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      Chapter One

      3 weeks later…

      Toronto, Ontario

      

      “So you really trust this guy?” Andrea sipped her cappuccino and sighed. Liquid caffeine. Best drug in the world. It wasn’t as good as coffee back home in Texas, but it was better than what she normally got down in Choaca. The flight to Toronto had been brutal and she’d been delighted to see her favorite coffee shop in the airport terminal.

      Andrea glanced across the table at Luther, who had a coffee cup in one hand and his other arm around Maggie’s shoulders. Those two were almost always touching. Once upon a time, she knew what it felt like to be so in love. So drawn to a person that you couldn’t exist without their touch. She swallowed and flashed a friendly smile, pushing the dark memory back into the vault where it stayed.

      They’d had to wait three weeks for the right john to travel to the island. This friend of Luther’s was their only chance—Vadik Nabatov. It was a huge risk. Not only was he a complete stranger, and a mercenary for hire, they were going to have to break her pack’s cardinal rule. They would have to tell him about wolves…about magick. It put them all in danger for a human to know.

      Why didn’t anyone understand this?

      “I already told you. I trust him with my life. With Maggie’s life,” Luther answered calmly. “He’s one of the best at what he does. Instincts unlike any I’ve ever seen.”

      She nodded and rubbed a sweaty palm across a denim-clad thigh. Being nervous wasn’t something she was used to. Even through all the shit they’d dealt with in Choaca, it’d been a team of wolves working for the higher purpose of saving other wolves. As the mission had twisted and turned and wrapped around each and every one of them, they’d involved one human after another. Granted Julianna and Luther had turned out to both be destined mates to wolves on the team, but it hadn’t been easy to stomach. She’d grown up in a small town where the secret of being Moonbound was guarded ever so carefully, and now they were about to share it with yet another human. Her brother would flip a gasket.

      “Breathe, woman,” Dani snapped, shifting in her seat next to Niko.

      The Hollywood wolf never pulled punches. Probably why Niko was so attracted to her. The man was a glutton for punishment. He and Dani had done their best to hide their blossoming romance, but Andrea had noticed it months ago. A brush of their hands or a stolen look here and there. They’d probably slept together too, but she didn’t know that for sure.

      Good for them.

      But their relationship only hammered in the fact that Andrea was a total fifth wheel on this trip. Maggie had insisted she come, though, feeding Andrea the line that if anything went sideways with Vadik, she could sweet-talk him off the ledge and win him to their side.

      Everyone loved Andrea VonBrandt.

      “This is the only way. If we don’t bring in a human in on this, we’ll never get anyone onto the island again. Just deal,” Dani continued.

      “Dani’s right, Andrea,” Maggie added.

      Andrea raised an eyebrow, but didn’t respond. If this was what they really wanted to do, she would support it. The team, her friends, were her highest priority right now. She’d do anything to keep all of them safe, even if it meant some—or a great deal—of personal uneasiness.

      She rolled her neck and took a deep breath. A wave of something flowed over her skin. Magick? It licked at the hairs on the back of her neck and a shiver flitted down the length of her spine, warming her from the inside out.

      “Did you feel that?” she asked, glancing at Maggie.

      Maggie shook her head.

      Andrea glanced into the crowds of people walking through the terminal. Whatever it was she’d felt was getting closer.
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      Vadik Nabatov clenched his fists. Women. There were three women at the table with Luther.

      He hadn’t been told there would be women. He might not have come.

      The barista handed him a brown and red paper cup of hot, black coffee. He nodded and flinched. Something seemed to burn in his stomach as he walked past the big green plant that hid the table Luther’s group occupied.

      No one had noticed him yet, and he preferred it that way. He wanted to watch for as long as he could, before Luther saw him. He stood at the condiment bar and pretended to fiddle with his coffee. Vadik never understood people who added shit to a perfectly good product. Like pretty girls who wore makeup. Just leave it as God intended.

      If it was bad enough that it needed cream and sugar to prop it up, why waste time consuming it? Worthless.

      “Did you feel that?” one of the women at Luther’s table asked. They were all watching the crowd out in the terminal, completely oblivious that he was behind them. He turned his shoulder so he couldn’t see them at all.

      “What?” Luther’s voice carried.

      “Nevermind,” the woman responded.

      This was the same one who’d asked if Luther trusted Vadik. She spoke with a lilty accent, dropping the ends of her words and twanging her vowels. Probably Texas, although she hadn’t said enough for him to be certain. The black woman had expensive sunglasses and designer jeans, but he couldn’t place her accent. The little pixie girl with the tattoos, Luther was practically mauling. She had a big tablet in her hand and was busily swiping at the screen.

      The man who was not Luther was a big, blond beefcake who looked like he might have Russian parentage. This wasn’t the target, though. The target would be in the luxury lounge. Not down with the plebes.

      He didn’t trust this group. They had no obvious affiliation, and apart from the two couples—one who couldn’t keep their hands off each other, and one who tried very hard not to touch at all—they didn’t seem close. Not by body language.

      They weren’t family. He’d never heard of any of them, including the little no-tits girl who was almost in Luther’s lap.

      Who the hell were these people? Maybe he shouldn’t have taken this job.

      Groups of hitmen, mafia, mercenaries, and criminals would never congregate in the middle of an airport terminal, talking loud and slurping sugary drinks. These were civilians, and they looked like tourists.

      Vadik put the cup down and replaced the lid, throwing away and unused stir stick. He needed to get Luther alone.

      The tug in his stomach was driving him crazy. He always listened to his gut, and his gut was telling him to run. Fast.

      He sipped the hot liquid and let it roll across his tongue, perking his tastebuds with bitter heat. Listen to your gut.

      With a quick swivel of his head, he scoped out the most likely place in the restaurant that Luther would be able to see him without drawing attention to himself. He walked to the big display that showed pictures of all the food items and turned just a bit off-center of the display. Luther had his chin on the little woman’s shoulder and was almost looking directly at him.

      Vadik pulled down the edge of his coat and drilled Luther with a hard gaze. His friends’ eyes lit for a moment and Vadik shook his head. He gestured outside and quickly walked in the direction he’d indicated.

      He took a sharp right outside the restaurant and walked far enough that he couldn’t see any part of the coffee shop. He ducked in to line with the boarding flight to Winnipeg and shuffled around until he saw Luther emerge from the coffee shop and glance around.

      “What the hell, man?” Luther said, approaching. “We were supposed to meet inside.”

      Vadik sighed and stepped out of the line, walking until even the entrance of the coffee shop was no longer in sight. Luther followed.

      “I thought you were coming alone.”

      “So did I.” Luther leaned against the wall and huddled close so they could talk without being overheard. “It wasn’t until we got on the jet that I realized half the team was coming along.”

      “Team?” Vadik crossed his arms. “They don’t look like any team I’ve ever seen.”

      “They’re…a different kind of team than we’ve worked with before.” One corner of Luther’s mouth formed the beginning of a half –smile. “Way different.”

      “What… like a cheerleading team or something?”

      His friend snorted. “Not like that.”

      “Come on, man. There are women. And they’re obviously not military. Hell, they don’t look trained at all. One of them looks like a fucking movie star, with her shades and shit. And I swear to God, there’s a cheerleader.”

      Luther laughed and waved a hand. “That’s just Andrea. I swear, she’s a badass when she needs to be.”

      “And you’ve got a woman all over you. Shit, man. We can’t be on a mission with a woman all over you.” Vadik flexed his fingers and wished for a smoke. “You’ll get us both killed. Or all of us.”

      “See, that’s the thing.” Luther rolled his shoulders and looked around. “I won’t be going on the mission with you.”

      Vadik raised his eyebrows. “You won’t?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then who’s going with me?”

      “No one.” Luther grabbed him by the arm. “Come on. You really need to meet the rest of the team.”

      But when Luther’s body moved and Vadik focused on the space behind him, the rest of the team was standing there, looking unimpressed. The shades had come down off the movie star’s nose and the blonde had a hand on her hip.

      The pixie girl stepped forward and smacked Luther’s arm. “Duh, jackass, you didn’t think we knew what that was all about? Uh, I have to go to the bathroom, and then you take off in the opposite direction.”

      Luther grabbed his arm. “There are bathrooms this way, too.”

      “Please.” Pixie held out her hand. “I’m Maggie Gallagher. You must be Vadik.”

      He pressed his lips together and shook the woman’s hand, nodding. She turned around and indicated each of the others.

      “That’s Niko on the end, and Dani.” She pointed to the leggy blonde. “And Andrea. We’re all very grateful you could come.”

      The blonde followed Maggie’s lead and offered a handshake, unlike her much more skeptical friends. Vadik’s gaze traveled up and down her body and landed on those wide, blue eyes of hers.

      She was smiling, being friendly, but Vadik wasn’t buying it. She was the one who questioned Luther about trusting him. She didn’t like this any more than he did. He narrowed his eyes at her.

      “Who are you?”

      When she made a tiny jump back, he shifted his weight and glanced around the group. “All of you. Who are you? I know you’re not military, and you’re not trained in anything that resembles covert ops, so I have to wonder how Luther knows you, and he doesn’t seem very forthcoming. If this is some kind of birthday surprise for a friend, like let’s tie up the Russian spy and throw them in the closet together for sex games or something, let me just tell you right now, I’m not interested.”

      The blonde cocked her head and studied his face. Her hand was still outstretched, although she’d half-retreated it at his question. But she didn’t seem daunted by his tirade. Luther said she was a badass, but he didn’t see it. He’d met badass women in his lives. They were hard. Prickly.

      This woman was… refreshing.

      Fuck. Did I really just think that?

      Vadik shook his head to clear out the strange desire he had to keep looking at the blonde. He stared at Luther until his friend responded.

      “Well, let’s just say, none of them are in law enforcement or covert ops, or anything like that.” He glanced around at the crowd and lowered his voice, drawing closer. “But we need to kill a man.”

      Vadik allowed a slow smile to spread across his face and watched the response of each team member. They still didn’t know what to make of him, especially the blonde, but he would allow that. They didn’t need to understand him. Just get out of his way and let him do what he was good at.

      The best at.
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