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She knows magic and medicine in equal measure…

Lynn was raised with one foot in the mortal world of science and technology, the other rooted in her grandmother’s realm of magic, shifters and good versus evil. She chose to follow in her late father’s footsteps to become a medical researcher, never imagining a military unit would need her help as both a researcher, and as the granddaughter of one of the most powerful witches in the country. But the unit needs her on both fronts, and she’s determined to do her best, even if it means going into danger.

In a world of shapeshifters and magic, one military unit stands alone…

Gifted with superhuman powers by an ancient and capricious djinn, the Special Forces operatives of Rick’s unit need help dealing with their new superhero status. They are only just learning what they can really do and all about the world of shifters and magic around them. Hunted by a hidden enemy, they are in constant danger, as is anyone close to them.

Soldier and doctor, Rick has a special obligation to keep everybody safe…

Rick is attracted to the beautiful doctor, but hates the fact that working with him and the other guys in his unit puts her in serious danger. When she volunteers as bait to lure in the enemy shapeshifters who are stalking the island, he hates every minute of it, but Lynn proves she’s made of tougher stuff than anyone expects. He admires her strength of will and her pure heart, but can he ask her to forsake the outside world to stay with him…forever? Is she really his fated mate, or are they both caught up in the magic of this strange new world?

 


DEDICATION

This book, especially, is dedicated to my dad, who sadly, passed away as this was being finalized. He’s left a hole in my heart and an incredibly empty place in my life. It was my honor to be there for him, and to have his company, in this crazy messed up world. He was 96 and part of that Greatest Generation who are all leaving us every day. Many of the traits of my heroes are based on Dad and men like him. Honor, loyalty, honesty and doing the right thing weren’t just words to him. It was a code he lived every day of his life by and he is sorely missed.

I love you, Dad.

Farewell, Captain.

The finest man it has ever been my privilege to know.
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CHAPTER ONE

“We’d like you to be part of a specialized team we’ve been assembling for the past few months,” the admiral said, cutting right to the chase. “This kind of assignment goes beyond the normal purview of the U.S. Navy, you understand. You’ve been chosen for this because of your exemplary scientific background, as well as your ties to the magical community. In fact, your grandmother recommended you.”

The admiral didn’t even blink an eye at his own odd statement. Lynn wondered with a small amount of inward hysteria how many soldiers under his command had gotten there by being recommended by somebody’s granny. Not many, she assumed. Quite likely, none at all.

“You know my grandmother?” Lynn asked, allowing some of her surprise to show.

The admiral patted his cell phone, which sat on his desk. “Got her on speed dial,” he confirmed with a grin. “There’s not much Granny Tucker doesn’t know. She’s a good resource when I have esoteric questions. I like to think we’ve helped each other over the years. She sent this along so you would know this plan has her endorsement.” He handed an envelope across the desk.

Lynn accepted it, noting Gram’s unique seal on the flap. So few people used sealing wax these days, and even fewer used magical seals that could not be broken except by the intended recipient. This was one of those, and it was definitely of Gram’s making. Lynn didn’t have a lot of magic, but she could always recognize the feel of her grandmother’s spells and charms. Lynn was certain this was one of her grandmother’s creations.

Lynn touched her finger to the wax seal, and it sparkled merrily as the seal broke exactly in half along the decorative pattern without her applying any force. She unfolded the paper and read the message within.

Sweetie. The letter began in her Gram’s spidery script. I’m vouching for Morrow and his friends. They are good boys, working for the best of all goals. If you can help them, I hope you will. And, by the by, you might just find your destiny on that little island of theirs, and if it works out like I hope, it’ll be sweeter than you can even imagine. All my love, Gram.

Curiouser and curiouser.

Lynn heard the written words running through her brain in her Gram’s voice and smiled. Her grandmother’s words were a little cryptic and vague, but that was her usual style. 

Lynn thought it was probably impolite to tell the admiral that her grandmother had never mentioned him. Then again, there were probably a million things Gram knew that she’d never told her mostly non-magical granddaughter.

“This is Commander Kinkaid, his son, Liam, and Captain Haliwell.” The admiral introduced the other men seated around the room when she looked up from the letter. They had all stood politely when she’d walked in, but had not been introduced until now. “If you agree, you’ll be shipping out with them right after this meeting, to their facility on Plum Island.”

“The little island just off of Long Island, in New York?” she asked. “I thought they tested anthrax there decades ago, but it’s been out of service since then.”

She realized as she spoke that Gram had mentioned a little island in her letter. Had she foreseen it, or had the admiral told Gram about the mission? Lynn didn’t know which it had been, but either way, there were startling implications. If Gram had foreseen it, then it was important to Lynn’s future in some way. If the admiral had briefed Gram on the task, then their relationship had to be even deeper than Lynn suspected.

The admiral grinned at her. “That’s the story we encourage,” he replied. “The actual truth is something a bit different.”

The admiral invited the commander to describe the facilities on the island and the lab Lynn would be working in, should she take the job. What they weren’t saying, she realized, was exactly what she would be studying. That information would come only if she agreed, and then, only when they had reached their destination.

“Does that sound to your liking? I can assure you, the laboratory was purpose-built specifically for this task. You will have everything you need at your disposal,” the admiral told her. “What I want to know is if you’re willing to take on this assignment.”

“Even without knowing exactly what it is?” she asked, smiling to soften her words.

The admiral nodded. “Even without that knowledge. We can’t disclose any more to you without your agreement to be part of our team.”

“I understand, sir.” She paused, weighing her options.

“I can assure you that this task is well within your bailiwick. Your past experience, your record of success, and your grandmother, all give me confidence that, if anyone can handle this work, it’s you,” the admiral went on.

The major deciding factor for Lynn was that her grandmother had recommended her. Gram didn’t often interfere in her life—especially her work—without darn good reason. If Gram thought Lynn would be a worthy member of this team, then Lynn had to follow that advice and see where it led. Her grandmother loved her and would never steer her wrong.

“All right, then,” Lynn said, breathing deep for courage. “I’m in.”

*

Dr. Rick Lovelace was cooling his heels on the Coast Guard Cutter they had taken from the eastern tip of Long Island to just off the coast of Cape May, New Jersey. He hadn’t liked being left behind on the boat while his commanding officer, Captain Haliwell, along with Commander Kinkaid and his son, Liam, went traipsing off to the Pentagon for a meeting. Still, it was a comfortable ride on the eight-seven foot long patrol boat.

Rick didn’t even really know why he had been tasked to take the trip to begin with, but a word from Jeeves and his gal, Rosie—the unit’s resident foreseers—had him walking the plank onto this little excursion. Then again, it was nice to get off the island for a while. He hadn’t been allowed to travel anywhere since his journey out west to help his friend Wil’s terminally-ill father. That Wil’s dad was now healthy once more, and working as a consultant on the island, was due in part to Rick’s unique gift of healing.

He’d been glad to help the old man, who was still a legend in Special Forces circles. Rick had also been gratified to help his teammate, Wil, get a little more time with his father. If only Rick could’ve helped his own parents live longer. Alas, his healing gift had come to him long after they’d both passed away. Long after he could do them any good at all.

Rick still didn’t know why the clairvoyant contingent had said he must be on this boat. Although he kept alert for any sign of danger, the water was calm, the sun was shining, and it was altogether a beautiful day on the Atlantic coast. The only thing that would make it even better was if he could have brought along his fishing rod and a cold six-pack of beer. But somehow, he didn’t imagine the Coast Guard would go for that sort of behavior on their vessel.

More’s the pity.

*

Dr. Lynn Tucker’s mind was reeling as she walked out of the admiral’s office. As she followed the three military men out of the Pentagon, she marveled at how quickly things had changed for her. There was a helicopter waiting to whisk her—and the small group she’d just met—to the coast, where they would board a ship headed for her new assignment.

Lynn was a civilian but more than willing to take on a military contract. She was a medical researcher by profession but had been between jobs when she’d gotten a call from an unexpected source.

Lynn’s background was a bit different from most of her colleagues, and she often had to withhold some of the things she knew about the wider world when working with people who were unaware of the paranormal creatures and abilities that existed. The only reason she knew about the Others that lived alongside humans, in secret, was that her grandmother was a powerful witch.

Lynn’s mother had been killed in a car crash, along with Lynn’s dad, when Lynn was just a baby. Gram had taken Lynn in and raised her with full knowledge of the paranormal world in which Gram worked, but humoring Lynn’s desire to study science and follow in her father’s footsteps.

Lynn’s dad had been a doctor and had fallen head over heels—or so the story went—for Lynn’s mother. Love at first sight, and a relationship that had bridged the mortal world with the supernatural world of Lynn’s maternal line.

As a result, Lynn had knowledge few of her medical colleagues shared, and her grandmother apparently had even more impressive connections than Lynn knew. She’d had no idea, for instance, that Gram knew an admiral well enough to have his home phone number—and that the he had hers.

That the admiral was also some kind of powerful Other was a new discovery for Lynn. Gram had to have known, of course. In fact, it was clear now, that Gram had been consulted by Admiral Morrow at least a few times, in the past. This seemed to be just the most recent instance of the admiral calling on Granny Tucker for advice.

“Ma’am.” The deep voice came from her side, and she realized she’d been woolgathering. The young Naval officer was handsome as sin, and he probably knew it, as he smiled encouragingly for her to board the helicopter. He had his hands out, ready to help her, if she needed it.

But Lynn wasn’t in need of this sexy blond boy’s brand of help. She hopped up into the helicopter without his assistance and took a seat. He sat next to her, crowding her a bit in the small cabin of the military craft. The seat padding was practically nonexistent, and she felt every jolt and bobble as the rotors sped up and they lifted into the sky.

Lynn had been on a helicopter only once before in her life. That had been a comparatively luxurious civilian model in which she’d toured the Grand Canyon from the air. She’d been in Las Vegas for a medical conference and had scheduled an extra day or two for sightseeing.

The noise of the rotors precluded anyone from speaking unless they were wearing a headset. She hadn’t been given one, so she spent her time looking out the window and surreptitiously glancing at the people seated across from her. There were two men seated opposite her and the younger blond giant at her side. The elder two were also built on the large side. Knowing what she knew now, she suspected at least two of the three men were shifters.

The idea of shifters in the military was a new one to her, but as she thought about it, it made sense. Her grandmother had always told her that many shifters served the goddess and fought in the eternal war between good and evil. What better way to fight evil, in this day and age, than to do it with the approval and resources of the human government?

The man directly across from her was older. Blond, like his son. Both were in the Navy. And both were stationed on the island to which they were traveling.

Commander Lester Kinkaid was in charge of the base on Plum Island, she’d been told. It was a top-secret installation. Oh, everybody knew that the military had been doing something out on that little island, but the full extent of the military presence, and the special nature of those who worked there, was known to only a privileged few.

Somehow, Lynn was now part of that singular group. The briefing had made it clear that something still undefined, but altogether extraordinary, had occurred to a group of Special Forces soldiers who had been deployed to Iraq. They were home now, but had been forever changed by their time in the desert.

Because of her unique background and knowledge of the unseen world, Lynn had been chosen to be part of a very small group of researchers trying to help those men come to terms with their changes. They weren’t shifters. In fact, they had been just regular human beings without significant knowledge of the supernatural world, until they had met with something truly amazing in the ancient city of Babylon.

As a result of their experiences—which were still not totally clear to her—they were now stationed alongside what had to be the largest concentration of shifters in the military. Commander Kinkaid oversaw the operation on the island, and he worked hand-in-hand with Admiral Morrow to help keep shifter troops ready for action. His mission had been expanded to add the small group of Army Green Berets to his island.

It was unusual in the extreme for a father and son to be working together when both were active duty military. However, Lynn knew that shifters were very close knit within their families, Tribes, Clans, and especially Packs. If the elder Kincaid was the Alpha for those stationed on the island, then his son had to be one of his lieutenants.

The third man, who was seated next to the elder Kincaid and across from the younger, was a bit of a mystery. He was big and muscular enough to be a shifter, but he wasn’t. There was something different about him, though, that sent her witchy senses tingling. She wasn’t much of a witch, but she had enough latent power to recognize the Otherness of the paranormal beings she met.

This man read as human, but with something…extra. She wasn’t sure what it was yet, but he’d been introduced as the leader of the Special Forces squad she’d was going to study and assist. He hadn’t said much—and the briefing hadn’t covered exactly what phenomena she would be researching. All she’d been told was that it involved his unit and that they had been changed by an experience in the desert.

The rest of the briefing had been about the installation itself. She’d had to sign a multitude of documents with nondisclosure agreements and even take an oath not to discuss what she would learn from this assignment. Most importantly, she was to keep the secret of shifters in the military and their training base on Plum Island.

The admiral had assured her that she would have access to state-of-the-art laboratory equipment and whatever supplies she needed. The newly-built lab was enticing, as were the resumes of the people already part of the project who would be her co-workers and potential lab assistants. The idea of working with an entirely new paranormal phenomenon was irresistible to her inquiring mind, so she’d said yes, and now, she was heading for her new job without even her go bag—the one she always kept packed and ready should she need to bug out quickly.

Someone, they’d told her, would be sent to her home to pick up her belongings. A quick call to her grandmother assured her that the things she wanted would be packed and ready for that courier when they got there. Lynn would have to wait a day or two for her gear to catch up with her, she supposed, but that couldn’t be helped. All in all, she was eager to get started.

 


CHAPTER TWO

Rick saw the helicopter land on shore and felt the tingle of recognition as four people piled out of it. He watched through binoculars as three men who were very familiar to him boarded the small boat that would bring them back to the Coast Guard vessel. But they weren’t alone. There was a woman with them. A woman that somehow set off little sparks within him.

It didn’t make sense. He couldn’t even see her face clearly, but something inside him recognized her. Somehow, she needed him. She needed his help, whether she realized it or not.

And now, it all made sense. This was probably why Jeeves had insisted that Rick had to take the ride out with the Coast Guard. It was so Rick could meet her—whoever she was—and, in all likelihood, heal whatever it was that was wrong with her. He couldn’t imagine any other reason he had to be here. It had to have something to do with his healing talent.

She didn’t look sick, though. Rick frowned, trying to bring her into sharper focus as the little boat sped toward the larger one. It was simple. If she was sick, he would heal her. If she wasn’t, then why were his senses sparkling in this way? Although he hadn’t had this talent very long, he’d thought he had learned enough about it to recognize when somebody needed him.

Or, maybe, he didn’t know as much as he thought. He would have to wait and see. She would be boarding the larger vessel any minute now, and then, he could get a better look.

Rick walked around the deck to bring himself closer to where the woman would come aboard. He kept himself hidden as much as possible among the Coast Guard crew. Now that he and the rest of his unit were targets for foreign agents, they’d learned to employ stealth techniques whenever they were off the island. It had already been proven that almost nowhere was completely safe—not even floating on a boat off the coast.

The little boat pulled alongside the cutter, and Liam Kinkaid was the first to hop the distance from the smaller boat to the larger. His shifter nature made such things easy for him and his father, Commander Kinkaid, who disembarked next. Hal helped the woman upward while some of the Coasties reached down for her hand.

Even as Rick watched, a bright spot of red blossomed on her left shoulder, and she went limp.

“Sniper!” Rick shouted as everyone stood still for a moment, wondering what was happening.

Rick hit the deck, crawling closer to the rail where the shocked Coastie was still holding the woman’s hand. Liam reacted as quickly as Rick and did the same. Both he and Rick got to the opening in the rail where the little boat was still attached to the cutter. Together, they reached downward to each take one of the woman’s arms. Rick took over for the Coastie while Liam leaned farther down to get her other arm. Then, they pulled her quickly up and onto the deck. They positioned her alongside the solid portion of the rail, providing cover, while Rick bent over her to check where she’d been hit.

Rick was only vaguely aware of Hal jumping onto the cutter and shouting for the captain to get them farther away from shore. There was a sniper somewhere on shore. Had to be. The bullet in this woman’s shoulder was clear evidence of that. Even as Rick examined her, he breathed a sigh of relief. The wound was bad, but the bullet hadn’t hit her heart. It had nicked her clavicle, which would be painful, even after he did his healing thing, at least for a while, but otherwise, this was something he could easily treat right here on the cutter.

“How is she?” Hal’s voice came to him from his side, the tone urgent.

“She’ll be okay. It didn’t hit anything I can’t fix,” Rick reported quickly.

“Why is she unconscious?” Hal wanted to know. A few of the guys in their unit had been shot at one time or another, and they’d been mostly awake throughout, gritting their teeth and swearing up a storm.

“Probably from the pain,” Rick theorized. “Civilians are different,” he reminded his commanding officer. “She’s probably better off this way until I can get her wound stabilized.”

They both felt the cutter’s engines rev as the boat finally got moving.

“Why’d the sniper shoot her, I wonder?” Liam asked, coming up beside them.

“Either we’ve got a leak somewhere, or it was a guess on their part that she had to be someone important since she so obviously isn’t military,” Hal conjectured. “Did you see anything onshore?”

Rick and Hal had both learned that shifters had keen eyesight. If anybody could’ve spotted where the shot had originated, it would likely be Liam or his dad. But Liam was frowning.

“Not a trace. I’m sure the admiral will send a team out to look for evidence, but I doubt they’ll find much of anything.” Liam shook his blond mane in disgust. “Dad’s calling the admiral as we speak, and lighting a fire under the captain of this ship. There may be more of them and possibly some threat on the water, as well. We’re not out of the woods yet. Not ‘til we reach our base.” Liam looked at Hal and Rick. “If they had such a clear shot, why didn’t they aim for one of you? We know they’re watching you. Especially now that they’ve broken cover. We’d thought it would be safe enough to take you two off the island for the meeting, but it’s clear they’ve got a closer watch on you than we expected. So, if they had the chance, why shoot her and not you, Hal? You were just as exposed as she was.”

Hal grimaced. “That’s because they want to capture us, not kill us. They want our abilities, not our deaths. And I guess they used this lady to send that message. If it hadn’t been her, it would have been someone else on this cutter. They wanted us to know that they’re watching and that they can get to us, even when we think we’re safe. But going after a woman… That’s a chilling message to those of us who have recently partnered up.” Hal’s expression darkened further. “It’s a clear threat. Do what we want, or we kill your family.” Hal looked out over the rapidly dwindling shoreline. “Bastards.”

Rick used the cover provided by Hal and Liam to do his thing. He pulsed his healing energy through the wound, even as he removed the bullet that had lodged in the muscle of her shoulder. It occurred to him that this was probably the reason the foreseers had insisted he had to be here. It made more sense now, though why they didn’t just warn everybody that a sniper would be gunning for them, he didn’t know.

The whole clairvoyance thing was still very much a mystery to him, but Jeeves insisted that some things—even bad things—had to happen in order to promote a better overall outcome for events. Rick suspected this was one of those bad things Jeeves knew he couldn’t—or shouldn’t—prevent.

One of the Coasties thoughtfully provided a large, duffel-sized first-aid kit but otherwise left them alone. Hal accepted the kit and ran interference, blocking the view of exactly what Rick was doing, while Liam assisted by opening the duffel and making a show of taking out supplies for Rick. All the while, Rick used his new gift of healing to knit the abused tissue and begin repair of the bone and sinew where the bullet had penetrated.

Rick tucked the bullet itself into his pocket for later examination. Perhaps, they could tell something about their sniper by the kind of ammo he used. Or not. Maybe, this lady would like to see the little devil that had caused such an uproar. Either way, he’d keep it, for now.

Hands red with her blood, Rick felt the moment the woman came awake as he tended her. She didn’t move, but her eyes opened, and…Rick nearly drowned in the blue depths of her gaze.

“Hi,” she said, her voice a bare whisper over the wind and noise of the ship at sea.

“Hi,” Rick said back, at a loss for the moment.

“Where?” she asked, her voice trailing off as she moved the slightest bit, ending with a grimace of pain.

“You’re on the Coast Guard cutter,” Rick told her, shaking himself a bit to break the spell that had held him momentarily immobile. “Someone took a potshot at you, but you’ll be okay. I’m a doctor. The wound might hurt a lot, but it’s not that bad.”

At least, it wasn’t that bad now that Rick had given her his magical whammy of healing power. He wondered how much more he could do without her realizing that he was actually doing something impossible.

“Is the clavicle broken?” she asked, making Rick narrow his gaze. Most civilians simply called it the collar bone.

“No, just nicked,” Rick reported, still wondering about her background.

Hal turned, noticing she was awake and made introductions. “Dr. Tucker, this is Dr. Lovelace. Rick, she’s a medical researcher. Lynn, he’s a field surgeon, among other things.”

The woman smiled up at him. “Then, I guess I’m in good hands. Thanks for patching me up.”

Rick smiled at her as their eyes met. She was in pain, he could see, but she wasn’t complaining. He liked her spirit.

“Happy to be of service,” he told her as he continued to work.

“She’s going to be working with our team,” Hal said quietly so that only the four of them on deck could hear. “You might as well show her what you can do.”

Rick looked up at his commanding officer. “Seriously?” Hal nodded briefly. “Well, all right then. No need to hide this from you, Doctor. Be prepared to be amazed.”

Rick grinned at her as he let loose with his healing power. She gasped and tried to look down at her shoulder where he was working, but the angle was tough.

“What is that?” she asked, the pitch of her voice rising, though she kept it to barely a whisper.

“I’ve been told it feels like heat. What it is, exactly, I don’t really know, but it will take away the wound completely. We’ll dress it for the Coasties, but when you get to base, you’ll be good as new.” He tilted his head and frowned a bit. “Though, the bone might ache for a while. I can give you top-up treatments if it gets too bothersome.”

“This is what I’m supposed to be studying? Some kind of super-human healing powers?” she whispered even as Rick healed her wound.

“It’s not just me,” he told her gently. “The entire unit each has some kind of special ability. Not just healing. We’re all unique.”

Her jaw dropped a little in disbelief. “This, I’m going to have to see to believe,” she said finally.

Rick smiled at her. “Try moving your arm now,” he coaxed her.

Shooting him a wary look, she moved her shoulder just the tiniest bit. Her eyes widened, and she moved a bit more. “That’s amazing!”

She tried to look down and moved her other hand up to her shoulder, but Rick shooed her away. “We still have to put on a show for the Coasties,” he reminded her. “Let’s just put a big fat bandage on this, and you can look at it all you like once we’re home.” He shook his head at his own choice of words. When had he started to think of the island as home? “Just try to look brave for your audience.”

She shook her head at him. “It doesn’t even hurt anymore, though you’re right about the bone aching a bit.”

Rick sat back on his haunches, trying not to let his weariness show too much as he bandaged up her shoulder. “I’ll do further work on that tomorrow. I need a bit of rest between major uses of my new ability,” he told her honestly. If she was going to be studying this phenomenon, she needed all the data. He’d be more than happy to be her guinea pig, he realized. This doctor was easy on the eyes, and she had a spirit about her that was very appealing.

She also seemed to be taking this all in stride. Or, at least, she was taking the news of his superpower better than he would have expected from someone steeped in the traditions of medical research.

In fact, she was nodding at him. “Magic does that to the mage sometimes, too. Is your power magic-based?”

Now, it was his turn to look askance at her. “What do you know about magic?”

“More than you, it seems. My grandmother is a witch. I was raised knowing about magic and Others, but you guys seem to have come to that knowledge late in the game.”

“You can say that again,” Rick agreed. “As for me, I have no idea if what I’m doing is magic or something else. What else is there?” he asked rhetorically. “I don’t even know,” he replied to his own question before she could answer. “But we can explore this topic in depth once we get to the base.”

This wasn’t really the place to be having this conversation. He was well aware of the Coast Guard personnel watching them from a discreet distance. She looked over his shoulder and then back to him and nodded.

“You’re right. Sorry. I’m a little off my game right now.” Her lips tilted up in a small smile, and he liked the way her face lit up with just that tiny bit of mirth. She was a stunner, that was for sure.

“Understandable,” Rick told her, nodding at her just once while he strapped a wad of gauze to her shoulder. It was bloody from the original wound, but that was good for window dressing at the moment. “We’ll have to carry you, I’m afraid. It’ll look more convincing.”

 


CHAPTER THREE

When the doctor turned that thousand-watt smile on her, Lynn was glad she was already on the ground. He finished placing the gauze against her shoulder and sat back. Her shirt was ruined, she realized, belatedly. He’d ripped it open along the shoulder, but at least she was still modestly covered in front of all these men.

Although, now that she wasn’t in pain anymore, she felt a very definite attraction to the handsome doctor. Was it some sort of hero worship because he’d used his incredible gift to fix her wound? Maybe. Or, more likely, it was a healthy attraction to an incredibly good-looking—and powerful—man.

Lynn didn’t usually come across guys like this. Sure, she knew some shifters through her grandmother, but though they were universally pretty to look at, she’d never felt this kind of instant attraction for any of them. Her colleagues in the human world were mostly academic types. Some kept themselves fit, but nowhere near the degree of these soldiers.

This fellow might be a medical man, but he filled out his uniform as well as any of the other buff guys on this boat. Actually, better than most of them. He had broad shoulders with obvious musculature that made her mouth water. She liked nothing better than running her hands over the hard sinew of a man’s shoulders and arms when she kissed him.

But why was she thinking of kissing and this man she’d only just met? She almost shook her head but stopped herself. She was supposed to be injured. She just closed her eyes and let the men fuss over her while her mind worked furiously. What was it about this guy that pushed all her buttons? And, why now?

She was too busy to get involved with anyone, right now. She knew from past experience that, when she dated someone, her work suffered. Her mind was filled with romance and fanciful notions to the extent that they sometimes interfered with her work. She couldn’t afford that. Especially not now, of all times.

This new job she’d been asked to perform was too important. She hadn’t even started yet, and she’d already been attacked by an unknown enemy, after all. She had to give her all to the mission, and then, maybe, things would get safer for everyone.

The handsome doctor was going to be a distraction she couldn’t afford, but she’d have to do the best she could to stay focused. It was clear that lives—including her own—might depend on it.

“It won’t take too long to get back to the island,” he told her, speaking in a low tone. “We’re going to put you in a basket so we can carry you off the ship. We might as well do it now, so we’re ready to move when we get there.”

“How long?” she asked, not sure if she liked the idea of being trussed up in a carry-basket for hours on end.

“A little over an hour, I think,” he replied. “They’re pouring on the speed, and this is a pretty fast ship. The commander also called in air cover, which should be arriving overhead shortly, in case you were worried.”

She hadn’t been thinking about it, but now that he’d mentioned it, she began to wonder. “Why did they shoot me? I’m nobody.”

Rick sighed heavily, and his gaze was troubled. “I think you were a target of opportunity, I’m sorry to say. A woman. An obvious civilian. I think shooting you was a message for the rest of us. Some of the guys in our unit have girlfriends, fiancées, or wives on base. The enemy might not know who you are yet, but you’re a civilian female in company with members of our unit. Perhaps, they thought you were attached to one of us. Even if you aren’t, it’s a pretty stark reminder that they will target the innocent people around us. The women in our lives have been targeted before.” He looked away, shaking his head, then back at her. “I’m sorry you got mixed up in this, but we’ll protect you better, from now on. We thought we’d minimized the risk, coming in by sea, but this little demonstration was probably meant to prove that they can get to us anywhere, anytime.”

“Who are they?”

Rik shook his head again. “Foreign agents. That’s all I know. They want us—or, at least, our abilities. I think they somehow believe that their country, or cause, was cheated because a bunch of Americans were gifted with these abilities, instead of their own countrymen or comrades.” He looked up as a helicopter neared.

Lynn tried to ignore the strong column of his throat and the fierce look in his eyes that made her want to touch him… Kiss her way up to his firm lips. Down, girl. The sexy doctor is not for you.

“And they think they can force the issue? That by threatening the people around you, they will force you into working for them?” It was her turn to shake her head. “That’s kind of ridiculous, don’t you think?”

He looked back at her, those firm lips twisting in a rueful grin. “You’ve only just met us, and you’ve already figured it out. Smart lady. We won’t be manipulated. We won’t be blackmailed. We swore an oath—and more than that, as a unit, and as individuals, we have standards and integrity. We only fight for the good guys. We are not mercenaries, with loyalties that can be bought and sold, or influenced by threats.”

Lynn nodded, just once. “I thought so, but it’s good to hear it confirmed. My grandmother would never volunteer my services to anyone who was fighting on the wrong side of the battle of good versus evil.”

The doctor’s attention was pulled away by his commanding officer for a moment, and Lynn closed her eyes. A lot had happened in a very short time. She had a great deal to think about, once things settled down. For now, she had to play helpless victim for a little while longer.

It wasn’t that big a deal, because she really was feeling the effects of having been injured. Oh, the wound might be healed, and there was no pain any longer, but getting shot had definitely taken quite a bit of her energy. The initial shock and intense pain as her system tried to deal with it had sent a burst of adrenaline through her body. That was dissipating now that she was safe, and the resulting fatigue wasn’t entirely unexpected.

It would be good to get off the boat and rest somewhere that wasn’t dipping and rolling beneath her. She wasn’t an experienced sailor to begin with, and laying down on a flat deck while the ocean did its best to rock the ship in every direction was starting to get to her.

Lynn did her best not to think about it. She had to focus on something else. Letting the activity of the men around her just fade into the background of her mind, she tried to focus on her grandmother’s words in that letter. Gram had been suitably vague, but over the years, Lynn had learned to read between the lines of her grandmother’s speech. It was clear that Gram wanted her to be here, working with these men. Gram undoubtedly had her reasons. Gram always had reasons for everything she did, or caused other people to do.

In Lynn’s case, she had no doubt that her grandmother only had Lynn’s best interests in mind. Her grandmother loved her, and Lynn felt the same. She’d do anything for Gram. She’d just never thought she would end up taking a bullet doing something her grandmother had wanted her to do. Never in a million years, could she have imagined such a situation, but here it was, and Lynn had lived to tell the tale.

More than that, this experience had been a radical, undeniable explanation of just what these soldiers could do. Lynn understood now, that they could be a force for peace. She also understood why Gram had sent her to help them.

“All right, are you with me, Dr. Tucker?” Rick’s voice came to her, and she opened her eyes. “We’re almost to the island,” he told her, his handsome face looming over her. She must’ve dozed off or had succeeded in focusing her thoughts to such an extent that she’d lost track of time. “We’re going to get you into the transport basket, and then, we’ll get off this tub, okay?”

She nodded. “Ready when you are,” she said, her voice a bit weaker than she’d expected. Yeah, getting shot had done a number on her, despite the magical doctor’s best efforts.

Lynn didn’t object when one of the Coast Guard men brought over a hard, man-sized basket with handles. She allowed them to help her into it and then lay quietly until the boat docked. She closed her eyes again, only opening them when a few men lifted her and began moving. She said nothing while the men carried her ashore and placed her, in her long basket, into the back of a truck.

“We’re going to take you right to our building,” the doctor told her, sitting beside her in the dark interior of the truck. “You can get up now, if you like. The entire island is safe from surveillance, and we left the Coasties on the dock. Everyone here is in on our secret, so you’re safe.”

Lynn sat up slowly, her head spinning a bit. “Thanks. I definitely feel the effects of blood loss, but that should clear up given time. Coming down from the adrenaline high was rough. I’m not usually one for daredevil sports or adrenaline rushes,” she admitted with a grin as she held on tight to the raised sides of the metal basket.

The doctor was giving her a strange look. “I never really thought about that. The kind of life I lead, and job I do, lends itself to a lot of adrenaline surges. Especially when we’re in action. I guess I’ve just gotten used to managing it.”

“I work in a lab most of the time. The most exciting thing to happen to me in the past six months was when I forgot the Bunsen burner was lit, and I accidentally set fire to a report I was reading when I moved back to my lab bench.” She laughed at her own absentmindedness, though having the sheaf of papers go up in flames in her hands had gotten her heart racing at the time.

“If you’re still feeling shaky, we can easily carry you inside,” he told her, a little frown on his handsome face.

“Oh, no. I’ll be fine,” she insisted, experimentally lifting one leg over the top of the metal basket.

She discovered there was no elegant way to climb out of the contraption. She settled for sort of rolling herself out until she was on the floor of the truck. She would get up from there, once they stopped moving. The doctor helped by holding the basket steady and then moving it out of the way, once she was out.

Lynn hadn’t seen who was driving the truck. She thought she had noticed the captain walking away with the base commander and his son, so the driver was probably another member of the unit. The truck was a big one, with bench seats along each side and a canvas top that provided cover. It wasn’t the cleanest thing in the world, but her clothing was already ruined after the adventure of the day.

She could see a little bit of the island out of the back of the truck, which was open. There were a few buildings scattered around the grounds and roadways connecting them. When the truck stopped, she wasn’t sure what to expect. She couldn’t see much, besides a pathway leading down to the beach.

“This is our building,” the doctor told her. “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”

He helped her slide down to the edge of the truck bed and then jumped down himself. He stood ready to assist her, should she need it, as she allowed her feet to dangle off the back of the truck then made the short hop down to the ground. Her knees buckled, and Rick caught her.

His warmth surprised her. His strength did not. He was every bit as hard and muscular as she’d suspected, and it was difficult to focus on her priorities as his strong arm settled around her shoulders.

“Whoa, there. You okay, Doc?” he asked, his voice low and concerned.

“Sorry. Just a little shaky. I’ll be okay in a minute,” she replied, a bit mortified at her own weakness. Then again, she didn’t go around getting shot every day. This was definitely a new—and concerning—experience for her.

“You okay to walk?” he asked after a moment.

“I think so,” she answered, taking one step and then another. Her feet were growing more confident with every stride.

A little wave of dizziness hit her, and she paused to catch her breath. Rick was immediately at her side, his arm supporting her. Rather than admit to weakness again, she took a look around, breathing deeply of the crisp, ocean-scented air. They were very close to the shore, which was only a few hundred yards distant.

She looked to her left, and the building was more imposing than she’d expected. Old. Built of brick and stone. At least three stories tall.

“That’s been here a while,” she observed, still looking at the building. “Is my lab in there?”

Rick followed the direction of her gaze. “It is, but don’t worry. You haven’t been bamboozled. We’ve fixed up the inside with all the modern conveniences. Not much else to do while we cool our heels here, trying to figure out where we go next.” He looked back at her, his expression unreadable. “The labs are on the top floor. Living quarters are just below, and common areas are on ground level. The basement is for tech and mostly off-limits to civilian personnel.”

That sounded mysterious, but she let it go. She was feeling a bit better, but her strength was iffy, at best. Getting shot had taken more out of her than she’d expected. She began walking, hoping to make it inside before she had to rest again.

The driver of the truck went up the steps and to the side door of the building, opening it and holding it for her while Rick held her arm throughout her journey up the steps. Her legs were shaking by the time she reached the top, but she made it. She smiled at the man holding the door for her.

“Thanks,” she said as they passed into the building.

“Dr. Tucker, this is Sergeant Ezekiel Miller,” Rick made the introductions as they walked into the building together.

“Thank you, Sergeant Miller,” she replied more formally, smiling at the other man as he held the second set of doors for her.

“No problem, ma’am. Call me Zeke.” Lynn liked the handsome sergeant’s open smile. He was a bit of a giant and had the look of a man who liked working with his hands.

“At ease, Sergeant.” Lynn didn’t miss the raised eyebrow Rick shot his comrade.

“Yes, sir,” Zeke replied with the same casualness that indicated a long-time friendship between the two.

Had Rick just warned off the younger man from flirting with Lynn? She almost laughed at the idea, but a secret part of her was incredibly flattered. She wasn’t exactly femme fatale material, and men didn’t usually make a fuss over her. Not at all. Then again, they were probably just being nice because she’d been shot. That had never happened before, either.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

“This way.” Rick guided her, still holding her arm as they entered the main part of the building. He opened a door to a supply closet and reached in, quickly grabbing a couple of things, then led her to another doorway. “I figured you’d want to get out of that bloody shirt,” he explained as he opened the door to a large bathroom. “Will you be okay on your own, or do you need my help?” He put the small pile of supplies he’d gathered on one of the sinks.

“I can manage. Thanks,” she told him as he backed away. The bathroom was built for multiple users, with stalls and a row of sinks.

“I’ll be just outside. Take your time, but call if you need anything, okay?” He backed out the door, not letting it close until she’d nodded her agreement.

Lynn took a moment to just stand there and regroup. She looked up into the mirror and was a bit horrified by the image she presented. Her shoulder was covered in a red-tinged bandage, and her hair was a mess. She stripped off her ruined shirt, only noticing then, that the bra strap over her damaged shoulder had been cut.

She looked through the little pile of supplies, glad to find that the doctor had thought of everything. There was a stretchy sports bra that would fit her, along with both a T-shirt and a heavier sweatshirt, as well as some toiletries and a roll of paper towels. She could wash off the blood without ruining any of the nice fabric hand towels that were stocked in this bathroom. Smart thinking.

Getting the bandage off with one hand was a little tricky, but Lynn managed it then set to work cleaning off the dried blood. She took a good, long look at the place she’d been injured and was amazed to see the results of the doctor’s treatment. It was almost unbelievable, except she couldn’t deny the proof before her eyes. Amazing.

The doctor had provided a small trash bag, in which she put her ruined clothes, the used bandage and any other debris from her cleanup. She changed into the sports bra and T-shirt. She was chilly enough to also put on the sweatshirt, which was oversized on her but made her feel warm. It wasn’t her usual working attire, but she was comfortable again, for the first time since being shot, and she was grateful.

Rick had also thoughtfully provided a plastic comb, and after freshening up, she used it to try to untangle the mess of her hair. Fatigue was starting to catch up with her, so she did the best she could and then went to the door. She was as presentable as she was going to get for now and felt a lot better just being clean and out of those bloody clothes. She opened the door to find Rick, as promised, standing guard. He turned when she appeared, concern in his expression.

“How are you feeling?” he asked solicitously.

“A little tired, if I’m honest, but glad to get cleaned up. Thank you,” she replied.

“Let’s see if we can’t find you a place to sit down for a while,” he said, his voice warm as he ushered her across the wide hallway. He took her through a doorway to what looked like a giant living room, helping her sit on one of the leather recliners. “Comfortable?” he asked as she leaned back.

Zeke had disappeared into the main part of the building when they’d arrived. For the moment, she was alone with the handsome doctor.

“I feel like this chair is swallowing me whole,” she joked as she sank into the soft leather.

“Want your feet up?” Rick smiled and reached down to the lever on the side of the chair.

She looked up, finding him closer than she’d expected. Her breath caught in her throat as she nodded, unable to speak. His gaze held hers as he worked the mechanism that lifted her feet off the ground, then he moved away, and she was able to breathe again.

“This is the living room, so to speak,” he told her. “It’s where we gather off-duty to hang out and watch sports or just unwind. Since we don’t get to leave base much, unless we are on a mission, this building has become our home, more or less.”

Lynn looked around and realized the large room had multiple uses. There was a pool table in one corner with a dartboard set up nearby. A giant screen along one wall opposite her chair and a group of couches and other chairs was probably for watching movies or television. There was also what looked like a large dining room table in another corner, where she could see a jigsaw puzzle in progress, as well as some crafting items, like a glue gun and a spool of red ribbon. Her eyebrows rose at that, and Rick followed the direction of her gaze, chuckling when he saw what she was looking at.

“Some of the ladies like to be creative,” he told her. “Casey, the captain’s wife, used to do a lot of interior design. Since we’ve pretty much finished fixing up this building, she hasn’t had much chance to stretch her creative muscles. She’s started crafting things, and she’s a menace with that glue gun.”

Lynn smiled at the image. She would’ve asked him for more details, but at that moment, a group of women entered the room. They paused when they saw her then moved cautiously closer.

“You must be the new consultant,” one of the women said, addressing Lynn directly. “I’m Dr. Jeana Holbrook. I’ve been leading the research team.” She shook Lynn’s hand gently. “Was there a problem getting you here?” Jeana’s gaze went from Lynn to Rick and back again.

“If you call getting shot by a sniper a problem, then I guess so.” Lynn had to chuckle at the weird turn her day had taken.

“Shot?” All the women looked concerned by the news, but it was the researcher who continued to act as spokeswoman.

“And healed,” Rick protested, holding up his hands, palms outward. “She’s okay, just a little weak from blood loss and shock.”

“I’m truly sorry,” another woman, who was very obviously pregnant, came forward, a frown marring her brow. “The boys usually aren’t that sloppy, to allow someone to get shot on their watch.” She moved closer. “I’m Casey, by the way. The unit’s captain, Hal, is my husband. This is Rosie and Hannah. Mandy’s on her way with snacks. We were going to watch a chick flick if you want to join us while you unwind and recover.”

“I hadn’t planned on watching the movie,” Jeana clarified, speaking again. “My plan for the day was to show you around your new lab and workspace, but seeing as how you’re recovering from being shot…” the woman shook her head and narrowed her eyes at Rick, as if it was his fault, “…a movie might be just the thing.”

“We try to get the ladies together at least once a week for a little girl time,” Casey went on, smiling welcomingly. “We’re pretty much outnumbered on this island, so we need to stick together.”

“What movie is it?” Lynn asked, warming to the chatty woman.

“The new one with Rendall Smith and Kat Valiant. One of the women on the other side of the island loaned it to me. She said Ren, as she called him, was one of her cousins, and he sent her an early copy. This isn’t even in theaters yet!” Casey fairly squealed. “Their wedding was so romantic.” Casey sighed happily. “Trina—that’s my friend who’s in the Navy—said Ren and Kat are very close with Sullivan Lane and her new husband, who is rumored to be Mark Pepard’s best friend and right hand man. Trina says she’s distantly related to Pepard, too, and has a home on that exclusive island he owns, but prefers to work for a living.” Casey shook her head. “I don’t get it, but then again, I married a Green Beret. I know how he feels about serving. I suspect Trina feels that way too.”

Lynn knew that Kinkaid and his son were both shifters. She’d sensed that about them the moment they’d met. If Kinkaid had a group of shifters working for him, then it stood to reason that this Trina, whoever she was, was also a shifter. If she was related to the reclusive billionaire, Mark Pepard and the movie star Rendall Smith, then both of them might also be shifters. Lynn had long suspected something of the kind—just by their looks alone in the photos she’d seen—but she couldn’t tell for sure if someone was a shifter or not without meeting them in person.

She wondered if Casey and the other women knew about shifters. Lynn would have to find out just who knew what before she opened her mouth and started taking things for granted. The shifter secret was a closely held one. Lynn was one of the very few non-magical folk who were in on it. Her Gram had impressed upon her early how important it was to keep that secret. She wouldn’t—couldn’t—discuss the existence of shapeshifters with anyone who didn’t already know about it. To do so, would be to invite all sorts of trouble that Lynn definitely didn’t want.

Especially not now, when she was working so close to Commander Kinkaid and his somewhat intimidating son. She was at their mercy on this island. She would have to tread carefully until she got the lay of the land.

 

Lynn spent the next two hours watching an incredibly good movie with the other ladies. Even after the film ended, they sat together discussing all sorts of things, from movie stars to the current political situation in the world. The women had widely different backgrounds. Each one had their own areas of expertise and experience, and they all shared a strong intelligence and wit. Lynn liked them right off the bat.

By the time all the snacks were gone, Lynn was feeling a lot better. Rick had disappeared just about the time they had started the movie playing, asking Dr. Jeana to keep an eye on Lynn and making her promise to call him if there were any problems.

Lynn lowered the recliner to its starting position and then stood, waiting a second to see how she felt. Her feet were steady, and her knees felt much better, almost back to normal.

“If you’re feeling up to it, I can show you around your new workspace,” Jeana offered, standing beside Lynn. “Or I can take you to your quarters so you can rest a little more.”

“Well, first, I’d like to find a ladies room. Then, maybe, a quick look at the lab?”

“Sounds like a plan.” Jeana smiled at her, and they made their farewells to the rest of the group, heading out the door.

The laboratory space was everything Lynn could have hoped for. All the latest equipment, very ergonomically designed workspace, and high-capacity computing power made her look forward to starting work. The only drawback she could see was that communications were severely limited. The phone on her desk, for example, couldn’t dial off the island. Any communication she might want to have with the outside world had to go through approvals from the command structure.

She understood the precaution. Lynn had worked in high-security environments before. But she had never been sequestered both physically—on an island she could not leave without help and some kind of water or aircraft—and electronically.

Only then did she realize, she didn’t have her purse. In the confusion of being shot, she must have either dropped it or had it taken from her. Not only was her identification in there, but also her cell phone. She wondered if it would be returned. The bag had to be in the possession of the military. If it didn’t turn up soon, she’d ask the captain. Then, she’d see if they’d let her have her cell phone back.

Although, if this island was really isolated, there might not be cell service close enough for it to matter. At least she had the comfort of knowing that Gram knew where she was. Gram wouldn’t have sent her here to be a prisoner or anything like that.

Jeana took Lynn down to the second floor after a tour of the workspace and showed her around the dorm-style hallways. It didn’t look like much from the outside, but when Jeana opened the door to Lynn’s suite, she revised her opinion.

“This is lovely,” Lynn said, walking slowly into the room.

“Casey did all the interior design, and the guys did most of the work,” Jeana told her. “This is a basic room, but the couples have larger spaces that are more like apartments. If you want to change anything in here, I’m sure the men would be willing to provide the labor. Truth be told, they get kind of bored without a mission. This isolation has been rough on them.”

“They don’t get off the island at all?” Lynn turned to regard the other woman.

Jeana shrugged. “Not often. Although there have been a few notable exceptions. Each time, they seem to bring someone else back with them. This time, it’s you.” Jeana chuckled. “Last time, Wil brought back his dad and his new girlfriend. You haven’t met Mandy yet, but you’ll like her. She’s a former police officer and was working as a forest ranger until just recently.”

A gentle knock on the open door interrupted their conversation. Lynn looked over to see that Casey was standing in the doorway with a basket in her hands. When she saw she had Lynn’s attention, she entered the room.

“I just wanted to drop off this little welcome basket,” Casey said, putting the basket down on the desk against the side wall. “It’s just a few things I thought you might need. There are some snacks in there, though I stocked the little refrigerator in the corner this morning when Hal told me you might be coming back with him. Tomorrow, you can get just about anything else you might want in the way of food, beverage, or snacks, from the kitchen staff. If they don’t have it, they can usually get it for you within a day or two.”

“Thanks very much. That was very thoughtful of you, and I appreciate your kindness,” Lynn told the other woman.

Casey waved off her thanks. “No problem. If you’re not feeling up to coming down for dinner, I can have something sent up for you. We eat at seven sharp, usually.”

“Oh, I should be fine by dinner time. I think I’ll just spend the afternoon settling in here a bit and, maybe, take a short nap.” She looked around, thinking again, about her misplaced phone. “If I had my cell phone, I would set an alarm to wake me up on time, but I don’t know what happened to my bag after I got shot.”

Casey shook her head, her expression a bit exasperated. “I bet my husband has it. I’ll ask him for you. These guys just don’t understand how vital a woman’s pocketbook is to her mental health.” Chuckling at her own words, Casey went back out into the hallway and disappeared.

Jeana took her leave a few minutes later, closing the door behind her, leaving Lynn by herself. Lynn took her own short tour of the room, observing all the accoutrements and conveniences. She opened the little refrigerator, noting the selection of soft drinks and juice bottles, along with snack-sized servings of individually wrapped cheeses and fresh fruit. There was even a bottle of wine. In a nearby cupboard she found a few boxes containing cookies and crackers. The next cupboard over held a few plates, glasses, and mugs.

There was a small coffee maker and a selection of teas and coffee choices. It was almost like a high-end hotel room, but there were personal touches that told Lynn that Casey—and probably some of the others—had set this up to make Lynn feel welcome. She was very touched by the gesture.

A soft knock at the door sounded just as Lynn sat down on the edge of the bed.

“Come in.” She raised her voice enough to be heard, she hoped, though the walls in this building were solid.

The door opened and Casey entered, holding Lynn’s purse. The captain’s wife came right over and handed it to Lynn.

“Just like I thought,” Casey reported. “Hal had it and forgot all about it. Here.” She gave Lynn a gentle smile. “You look beat,” she said, her expression softening.

“Yeah, I think I’m going to lie down for a while,” Lynn replied, opening the bag and looking for her phone. Yes. There it was. She breathed a quick sigh of relief as she lifted it out and quickly set an alarm for later that afternoon. “Thanks so much for returning this. I’m kind of lost without my phone these days.”

“Don’t worry. I understand,” Casey replied. “Cell service is a bit spotty out here. In fact, when I first got here, we didn’t have cell service at all, but they’ve been upgrading things recently. I should warn you, though… It’s possible Hal had one of his guys put limits on the numbers you can call.” Her lips twisted in a nervous gesture. “I’m sorry. They do it to everybody, if it’s any consolation.”

 


CHAPTER FIVE

Lynn swiped through a few more screens and discovered that the only numbers she could access were her grandmother and the admiral’s office. Huh. Well, at least they hadn’t cut her off from Gram. Lynn put the phone on the bedside table and lay the bag aside. She’d call her grandmother tonight, she decided, when she knew a bit more about where she had landed.

“I’ll leave you to rest,” Casey said, backing away. “If you need it, the women’s bathroom is just down the hall, and our dining room is on the ground floor at the back of the building. You can’t miss it.”

“I’ll see you there,” Lynn agreed as Casey let herself out. “And thanks again, for everything.”

“No problem at all,” Casey smiled. “Welcome to the island.” She closed the door behind her, leaving Lynn on her own.

Lynn sighed and lay down on the bed, not even bothering to turn down the patterned comforter. Within moments, she was fast asleep. The alarm on her phone went off hours later, but it felt like she’d only just closed her eyes when they opened again. She reached for her phone and shut off the alarm, noting the time and looking around the room as memory of where she was and what had happened earlier that day returned.

“Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore,” Lynn mumbled to herself, then yawned as she stretched, trying to wake up more fully.

She had just enough time to freshen up a bit before she sought the dining room Casey had mentioned. She sat up, feeling a little stiff, but a lot more herself than she had earlier in the day.

Lynn found the ladies bathroom down the hall, but it was more like a spa than any bathroom she’d ever found in a public space. She could see Casey’s influence here in the décor and design. Lynn washed her face and did a more thorough job on her hair than she’d been able to do earlier. Feeling much better, she made her way downstairs to the dining room. As Casey had promised, it wasn’t hard to find.

It was a very large room with dining tables and a buffet set up along one wall. The outer wall, which faced the beach and water beyond, gave a spectacular view as the sun set. Some of the women she had met earlier in the day waved her over to the table. There was one very large table at the center of the room, and other smaller tables here and there for those who wished to sit with a smaller group. Nobody was by themselves, she noted. This was a unit—like a family—who seemed to all really like each other.

The main table seemed to have all the women around it. There were still more men coming in, and some chose to sit with the ladies at the large central table, while others sat with their buddies at the smaller tables. Lynn took a seat at the main table, next to Jeana and said hello to everyone she knew. Jeana introduced those she hadn’t yet met and then, they went up to the buffet together to get their meals.

“This doesn’t look like typical cafeteria food,” Lynn said as they went down the line, filling their plates.

“It isn’t,” Jeana confirmed. “The staff here is amazing. They do this kind of gourmet spread for every meal. I feel like I’m in a swanky hotel most of the time—only the food is way better.” Jeana laughed and nodded at one of the servers who was just refilling a chafing dish with tender ham that had been cleaned out by the guys who had just gone through the line. The staffer winked back, acknowledging the compliment.

Lynn looked down at her heaping plate as they returned to the table. “I guess I didn’t realize how hungry I am. I hope I can eat all this.”

“You need the calories,” Rick said, taking the empty seat next to Lynn’s. “Your body is still rebuilding what it lost in the way of blood and energy.” He’d already filled his plate and set it down as he sat. “How are you doing?”

“Much better, thanks,” Lynn replied. She didn’t want to admit to herself just how pleased she was that he’d chosen to sit next to her.

There were other empty seats at the table. He could have sat anywhere, but he’d picked the seat next to hers. Maybe, he was just concerned about her well-being as his patient. That thought depressed her more than it should have. Or, maybe, he had chosen to sit near her for other reasons. Maybe, he felt the same attraction that she was fighting.

She’d only just met the man. She had work to do here. Important work. She really couldn’t afford the distraction—albeit a very handsome distraction. And yet, she couldn’t deny that she was very attracted to him, despite her best intentions to the contrary.

Perhaps, it would fade in a few days. Maybe, it was all an illusion created by the fact that he had healed her. Maybe, she’d just fallen victim to a sort of hero worship. She would have to wait and see about that. For now, she had no intention of acting on the attraction. She had to focus on her work—whatever that turned out to be.

Lynn still didn’t know the exact particulars of what it was they wanted her to do here. It had to be connected with the doctor’s amazing healing powers and the other abilities he had hinted at the rest of the unit having, but she didn’t know exactly what her task was, yet. Whatever they had in mind, Lynn was definitely intrigued.

Captain Haliwell took the seat next to Casey, leaning in to give his wife a quick kiss hello before he greeted everyone at the table. She realized that this grouping was more like a family gathering than just a group of colleagues eating together. She’d noticed the way the captain had stopped at the other tables where men were sitting around the room before he’d taken his place at the largest table. He was definitely the papa bear of this unit, looking after his men more like a dad or older brother than a commanding officer. At least in this setting.

“Dr. Tucker, I wanted to welcome you again, to our base of operations. Have you met everyone?” Captain Haliwell asked her across the breadth of the table, a welcoming smile on his face.

“Yes, thanks,” she replied. Casey had made quick introductions for those she hadn’t already met just a few minutes before.

“Jeana and I were going to brief you on your project specs today, but events overtook us. I hope you don’t mind if we postpone the briefing until tomorrow morning, after breakfast, perhaps?” he asked.

“That’s fine with me. And please, call me Lynn,” she added, noting the way the captain had referred to the other researcher. She was glad they were on a first name basis. Standing on ceremony wasn’t really her strong point.

“Lynn, it is. And you’ve probably already heard everyone refer to me as Hal. There’s a time and place for rank, but this building is both our workplace—for now—and our home. Our unit, as you might have come to observe already, is more like a family, especially after everything we’ve been through,” he explained. “But you’ll learn all about that tomorrow. For now, I hope you’re feeling better after this morning. I have to apologize to you, again, for that. Somehow, this enemy keeps surprising us all too often.” He frowned at his own words. “We’re going to have to fix that if we’re ever going to have any peace.” Some of the men around the table murmured their agreement with their commander’s words.

Hal paused, looking at her intently, and she felt the need to respond. She opted for a safe answer to his query about her health, rather than asking questions of her own. She had so many she really didn’t know where to start. She’d have to be patient and wait for the briefing in the morning. Getting into the nitty gritty of her work at the dinner table really wasn’t a good way to start.

“I’m feeling much better, thank you,” she replied politely. “I had a little nap, and that seems to have done the trick. I should be back up and running at full strength tomorrow, I believe.”

Everybody was eating, so she followed suit as the conversation flowed around her. She was curious about the PT Hal had mentioned. She knew that abbreviation stood for Physical Training, which was probably some sort of group calisthenics or maybe, a run or something. She’d have to keep an eye out and see if they allowed civilians to join them, or if it was strictly unit time. She liked to keep fit, and it was always easier to stay motivated in a group activity, though she had other pursuits that allowed her to exercise while enjoying time outdoors. Which reminded her…

“I was wondering if fishing was allowed here,” she asked the captain when there was a lull in the conversation.

“You fish?” he asked in return. She shrugged.

“I enjoy bow fishing. I was on the archery team in college, and I like the challenge of spearing fish with arrows,” she revealed as those around the table paused to look at her. She resisted the urge to fidget and drank a sip of her water. “It’s pretty good exercise, too, if my shoulder is healed enough to let me do it.”

“It should be,” Rick said, at her side. “It just might be a little sore for a day or two, but exercising the muscle is a good idea so you don’t stiffen up.”

“I’ve never heard of spearing fish with arrows,” Hal said. “But fishing is permitted in certain areas of the beach. I see some of our neighbors out there most days, and the fish they catch goes to the kitchen staff for prep and serving to the group. Though, to be honest, we haven’t done a lot of fishing on our side of the island, just yet.”

“When my stuff gets here, I may be able to change that,” Lynn mused. “My grandmother knows where I am and what I’ll need. I’d bet good money she’ll give the courier my fishing gear. She has a bit of foresight at times, especially about family.”

The folks around the table fidgeted a bit, their eyes falling on Rose and the man who’d been introduced as Jeeves. He cleared his throat and patted his lips with his napkin before speaking.

“As it happens, we know a little something about clairvoyance, and I appreciate the explanation for what you’d be doing on the beach with a bow and arrow,” he said, winking at her as a smile danced about his lips.

“We were puzzling that out, but neither of us have ever heard of bow fishing.” Rose chuckled as she buttered a roll, and it was clear the couple had foreseen Lynn on the beach with her archery gear. Not just one, but two, clairvoyants? A mated pair, at that. What were the odds?

“Just be careful of the dolphins,” Casey put in. “They’re our friends, and sometimes, they come close to shore.”

“Dolphins? I would never dream of targeting such an intelligent creature. I was thinking more of the fluke, seabass, or cod Long Island is famous for. If I can find them.” She speared a piece of chicken with her fork. “Is it okay to walk along the beach and check for likely fishing spots? Are there any areas that are off limits?”

Hal’s head tilted to the side as he seemed to consider. “We pretty much stick to this side of the island since we’re guests here. We do, however, run the perimeter on the beach almost every day, and the neighbors often run through our little section of beach, as well. I think the beach is pretty much open territory, though you will definitely see patrols along the shore at all hours.” He paused, and his gaze narrowed a bit. “Although, they’re not always in human form.”

“Oh, you mean the shifters,” she replied, nodding as she ate another bite of chicken.

She looked at the shocked faces all around and realized she might’ve said a bit too much. Damn. She’d forgotten her resolve to not mention the shifters until she was sure what the others knew. But really, how could they not know, given how close they were living to an island full of them?

“I’m sorry,” she backpedaled as best she could, putting her fork down. “Forget I said anything.”

“No, it’s okay. We’re just…” Casey spoke. “You see, we were all taken by surprise by their very existence, yet you seem so casual. How do you know about them?”

“Oh,” Lynn replied, realizing what the problem was. These folks had been completely in the dark until they’d joined the magical world that coexisted in secret with their plain old human world. They were probably still adjusting. “My grandmother taught me. She’s a fairly powerful witch, and when she took me in after my parents died, she introduced me to the world my mother had forsaken by marrying my dad, who had no knowledge of magic or Others.”

“A witch?” Jeana asked, clearly intrigued. “I didn’t realize witches were a real thing, but if shapeshifters exist, then it stands to reason…”

“Oh, yeah, there are all kinds of things in the world that you might not expect,” Lynn replied. “Most ‘magic users’ prefer that term, but Gram embraces the witch title proudly. She’s a bit eccentric.” Lynn smiled as she resumed eating.

“Magic users?” Rick mused, grinning a bit. “Is that the politically correct term?”

Lynn nodded, still smiling as she swallowed a bit of water, then replaced her glass on the table. “Mages, witches, wizards, wise men and women, shamans, priestesses. They’re all magic users on the good side of the eternal battle.”

“The eternal battle?” one of the men, who had been introduced as Carter, repeated in a questioning tone.

“The battle between good and evil,” Lynn clarified, nodding. “Gram assured me you were all on the good side, otherwise I wouldn’t be here. The presence of the shifters just confirmed it for me, since most shifters are on the right side, though there are always a few exceptions in any population.”

“Are there magic users on the bad side?” Carter asked.

“Surely, you’ve heard of the Venifucus?” she asked in reply.

 


CHAPTER SIX

Mandy and Wil, who sat together next to Jeeves and Rose, both nodded. Mandy spoke up. “Major Moore explained a bit to us when the name came up in conversation. An organization from the Dark Ages that supports a woman called Elspeth, or the Destroyer. They are working behind-the-scenes to bring her back, somehow. I wasn’t clear on how she could be the same person from way back then to now, though.”

“She is said to be fey. They’re pretty much immortal and highly magical according to my grandmother,” Lynn replied.

“I did include this in my report, sir,” Carter said directly to Hal. “That’s about all we know.”

“I can tell you a bit more, but for the real scoop, you should probably talk to Commander Kinkaid or one of his people. Most shifters know a lot more about current events through their leadership. Gram claims they have an information pipeline that rivals the internet for speed, though I don’t know how it works. She’d been told by one of her shifter friends that several groups around the world have had run-ins with Venifucus agents over the past several years. Most people had thought their order died out after the defeat of Elspeth and her banishment at the end of what history calls the Dark Ages. Recently, it became clear that they merely went underground and have been working to rebuild what they lost in the last great battle.”

“Do they align with any particular government or terrorist organization?” Hal asked.

Lynn thought about that for a moment. “I don’t believe so, though they might infiltrate established organizations in order to advance their own ends. Terrorist groups would be ripe for that, I think. But the Venifucus are a truly world-wide organization. National borders mean little to them. Their goal is to rule over all people, everywhere, through promotion of evil in whatever form. That includes the summoning of demons to this realm and other creatures of evil intent. I believe there’s an ongoing problem in the ocean, right now, in fact, with the return to this realm of a leviathan that is targeting magic. It subsists on eating other beings and their arcane power, so it targets magic users and magical beings of other races. I heard it chomped on a master vampire’s yacht in the Pacific Northwest a while back. Since then, a shifter group up there has been able to push it back, away from shore a bit, but they still haven’t been able to neutralize it completely.”

“Wait,” Casey said. “Vampires are real, too?”

These people really didn’t know much about the magical world they’d joined. Maybe, that was part of the reason Gram had sent Lynn here—to help these babes in the woods learn.

“They prefer the term bloodletters, actually,” Lynn told them. “I’ve never actually met any, but Gram has dealings with the local master from time to time. They have a sort of truce, and I think they probably consult with each other about local goings-on in their region. Gram is the head of the magical community there, so it makes sense she would liaise with Others at a high level. Especially now that evil is on the rise, and the Venifucus are attacking openly.”

Silence reigned around the table for a moment as people nibbled on their dinners and looked a little shell-shocked. Lynn subsided for a bit to eat her meal while they absorbed what she’d revealed to them. It was Jeana who finally broke the silence, sorting through the information with her scientific mind.

“So, we know shifters are real, because they live here, and we’ve seen them. Now, you’re saying not only magic users, but vampires—bloodletters—exist.” She paused a moment, collecting her thoughts. “I feel like I’ve been living in a bubble of ignorance most of my life,” she admitted with a shake of her head and wry twist of her lips. “What other kinds of magical beings are there?”

“Oh, plenty, and I don’t know them all. I’ve heard Gram speak of dryads and sprites, elementals of many different kinds, even djinn. There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio…” she quoted Shakespeare with a slight grin.

“Djinn,” Rick repeated contemplatively. “That’s something I think we can confirm for you, Lynn. I’m near certain that’s what we encountered in the desert.”

“Really?” Now, that was intriguing.

“We might as well tell you that part of it now, since the subject came up,” Hal said. “We were doing recon in the area of the ancient city of Babylon. Suddenly, we came upon a tower and felt compelled to climb to the top. We went in and went up to the top chamber. There we found a man sitting on a small rug, a turban on his head. It was the damnedest thing. It seemed perfectly normal at the time, but looking back on it now, I suspect something had some kind of control over us.”

Lynn nodded. “It’s very possible. Even probable.”

“The man asked us a load of questions about current events, and we answered them all without thought for mission secrecy or security.” Hal shook his head again, almost as if in disbelief. “Then, he spoke a word over each one of us, individually. Whatever the word was, that’s what we got. I got strength. Carter got language. Rick got healing, and so on. From that moment on, we were changed.”

“That’s fascinating,” Lynn replied in a subdued voice.

What they were telling her was truly amazing. They’d had an encounter with one of the most ancient and whimsical magical beings. What reason the djinn had for doing it was his alone. The djinn, it was said, had always been laws unto themselves when they chose to interact with humans.

She wasn’t sure if they realized it, but the entire unit was lucky to be alive after encountering such a powerful being. That they’d not only been spared the djinn’s wrath for their trespass but given a reward for their meeting was incredibly significant. It said something for the character of the men, but it was also worrisome because the djinn hadn’t been seen in centuries in the mortal realm. That at least one was back and meddling in human affairs was troubling, to say the least.

She wondered if Gram knew about the djinn involvement. That would put a whole different spin on things, Lynn was sure. That they hadn’t removed her ability to talk to her grandmother via her cell phone probably meant that she was permitted to discuss things with Gram. Lynn would be sure to report back to Gram tonight before bed and get some advice as to how to deal with this unexpected development. These men had been granted gifts that they probably weren’t even fully aware of yet.

“The djinn haven’t really been seen in this realm in centuries,” Lynn told them quietly. “I think it’s significant that one paused to speak with you all and, more importantly, that you lived to tell the tale. Everything has been pointing to a new uptick in the ongoing war, and if a djinn is back in the mortal realm, stirring the pot, that’s even more fuel for the blow up that everyone seems to be expecting.”

“Are they on the side of good?” Rose asked. “I’ve been trying to foresee something about the being they encountered, but it’s cloudy.”

“By design, I expect,” Lynn replied. “Djinn are laws unto themselves. Mysterious even to my grandmother, who knows more than the average bear.” Lynn chuckled at her own little pun. These people didn’t realize how magical bear shifters were and the double meaning behind the old phrase, but they’d learn. Eventually. “I believe the one you encountered was probably on the right side of the war, because you all have proven yourselves to be warriors of the Light.” She was sure of that, because Gram wouldn’t have allowed her to mingle with servants of evil. Not in a million years.

“This just gets weirder and weirder,” Carter mumbled loud enough for everyone to hear. A few of the men chuckled and nodded.

“Thank you for this information, Lynn. I didn’t expect you’d have this kind of knowledge, but it’s very welcome. Tomorrow, we’ll discuss the scientific approach Jeana has been spearheading and how you can contribute to that effort,” Hal told her somewhat formally. “Of course, we’re grateful for anything you can help clarify for us. We were sort of dropped into the deep end of the pool, not quite knowing how to swim in these waters, if you get my meaning.”

“I understand.” Lynn decided to explain a bit of her background, so they’d know where she was coming from. “My mother married a non-magical man, forsaking the ways of her family for him. My father was a doctor, and I chose to follow in his footsteps, despite having learned about the magical world from my grandmother. I didn’t know anything, though, when she took me in. I was still a child when my parents died and I went to live with Gram. I believe I accepted things better than I would have had I come to the knowledge as an adult.”

The talk died down a bit after that, though Lynn fielded a few more questions. It seemed she’d given them all a lot to think about. She ate steadily and managed to clear her plate, much to her surprise.

When dinner was over, she opted to watch a baseball game with the guys in the lounge. Normally, she probably would have taken a walk along the beach, but even after her nap, she was still feeling a bit out of sorts. Rick joined the group watching the game. She’d reclaimed the recliner she’d used earlier in the day, and he sat close enough that they could talk easily, though not exactly privately.

Zeke was among those sitting nearby, watching the game. She’d seen him sitting at one of the smaller tables in the cafeteria and had noticed him chatting with one of the servers. A shifter, she’d been. Tall, lanky and very pretty, as most shifters were. Zeke had looked at her with intense interest, and if Lynn wasn’t much mistaken, the shifter woman had been returning it.  

Lynn wondered again, how much experience this group really had with shifters. Maybe, she should have a little talk with Zeke before anything went too far with the shifter girl. It might just be fun and games for the girl, and Zeke might get his heart broken, or…it might be mating. In which case, Zeke probably wouldn’t realize the shifter woman was playing for keeps. Either way, he needed to know a little something about dating and mating behaviors. She would watch and wait for an opportunity to see if she could be of help there, she decided. And maybe, she’d try to make the acquaintance of the server over the next few days, if there was opportunity for that, as well.

Most of the unit came into the lounge at one point or other to watch a bit of the game or socialize with each other. Some of the ladies were working on some kind of craft project in one corner while another small mixed group was playing pool. Jeana was among the pool players and seemed to be making more shots than she missed.

Lynn watched all, noting the way everyone related to each other. This really was more family than working group. She’d have to do her best to fit into their social dynamic, though she’d only just met them all. It would take time, but she already felt the warmth of their friendship. These were good people who were willing to give her the benefit of the doubt, and they all seemed to feel really bad about her getting shot on their watch.

“How’s the shoulder?” Rick asked as the telecast of the game went to a commercial.

“Doesn’t hurt at all,” she replied, still in wonder at the remarkable ability he’d shared with her. “Did I ever thank you? This morning’s all a bit hazy,” she admitted. “If not, thank you for taking the time and energy to fix me up. Your ability is truly remarkable.”

Rick shrugged off her thanks modestly. “I’ve been wondering…” he started, somewhat hesitant, which seemed at odds with the very confident personality he’d so far displayed. “The thing is, there are stories in many cultures about faith healers and so on. You seem to have a lot of knowledge about the esoteric world. Are there others like me out there? Is magical healing a real thing?”

Lynn thought back and nodded. “There are healers. Few and far between, and of differing strengths and abilities. There are also magical spells and potions that can heal certain things, but that’s more in my grandmother’s realm of expertise. The kind of healing you’re talking about is unusual, but it does exist. However, the control and intense power you demonstrated in healing me seems unique. Maybe, it’s your medical training, but from what I experienced, you were able to focus your gift to a remarkable degree, and the fact that you’re not asleep now, from power drain is highly impressive.”

“Asleep?” Rick frowned a bit.

“Have you ever overextended your talent? Got so groggy you couldn’t keep your eyes open, then, when you finally woke up, you were incredibly hungry?” she asked.

He nodded slowly. “In the beginning, it would make me sleepy,” he replied. “And, when I tackled Wil’s dad’s cancer, I had to rest between treatments. It can take a lot out of me, but gunshot wounds are pretty straight forward and relatively easy to fix. That’s how we found out about what I could do. Hal got shot, and I healed him even before I knew I could.”

“Well, I’m no expert, but I don’t think there are many healers who would say healing gunshot wounds is easy.” She smiled at him. “I’m beginning to suspect you all have uniquely powerful abilities. Djinn magic is unpredictable and mostly unknown in this age. The djinn haven’t been common in this realm in thousands of years. I’m not sure anybody really knows what they’re capable of, except maybe, someone equally as ancient. We’d have to track down a really old bloodletter and see if they’d talk to us, I suppose, but that can be tricky.” She thought aloud. “Probably best to discover what you can on your own before bringing that kind of attention down on you all.”

“That’s what Hal decided, and we all agreed,” Rick told her just as the game started up again. He sat back, and they watched the next inning, cheering along with the others at good plays.

At some point, Lynn must have dozed off, because the next thing she knew, Rick was calling her name. He touched her good shoulder lightly, waking her. She yawned and stretched a little.

“I’m sorry I fell asleep. I didn’t even realize I was that tired.” The others were gone from the room, and a glance at the clock told her it was almost eleven at night. She got up from the recliner as Rick stepped back.

“You needed the rest. You lost a lot of blood before I could stop it. That’s the kind of thing the body needs to deal with on its own, and sleep helps,” he reminded her. “Do you want a snack or anything?”

“No, I’m good. I’ve got a little fridge in my room, and Casey stocked it with soft drinks, juices, and snacks. If I get hungry later, I’m all set,” she told him as they moved toward the door. Rick turned off the lights, and they walked into the dimly lit hallway together.

“Doors are locked at twenty-two hundred. That’s ten o’clock. Lights go into night settings at eleven. We keep a watch, but we’ve got all sorts of electronic gizmos on this building to alert us of infiltrators. We don’t rely on them completely, so we take turns walking the halls and checking our perimeter. It’s probably best to stay in the bunk area after lights out. The rest of the building isn’t exactly off limits, but it is under watch.”

“Thanks for letting me know. I don’t anticipate sleepwalking anywhere,” she joked as they mounted the steps to the second floor, “but it’s good to know the rules so I don’t inadvertently cause problems.”

“We get up pretty early for group exercise,” he went on. “So, it’s quiet time after eleven p.m.”

“I can live with that,” she replied. “I like to get up early, too.”

He walked her to her door and then paused, turning to face her. The atmosphere was suddenly intimate in the quiet, darkened hallway. There were only a few nightlights here and there in the hallway, providing just enough illumination to allow her to see where she was going.

Lynn looked up into Rick’s dark eyes…and time stood still.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

“If I didn’t say it before, I’m glad you’re here. We need all the help we can get figuring out what happened to us and where we go from here. You have a wealth of unexpected knowledge, and I’m glad you’re sharing it with us,” he said, his voice earnest.

“I’m happy to help,” she replied, feeling a bit of magic in this moment.

The darkened hall. The handsome man. The quiet night. It was all working on her previously unlucky romantic side. Was he feeling it, too?

He moved closer, raising one hand to her cheek. Oh, yeah. He had to be feeling something. The tender touch sent tingles down her spine.

“I’m sorry you got shot. I wouldn’t see you harmed for anything.” His voice dipped lower as he moved closer.

Then, a door opened down the hallway, and he moved away as someone walked from their doorway to the men’s bathroom. If only whoever it was could’ve held it a few more minutes, Lynn thought ruefully as the spell shattered around them, and awkwardness ensued.

Darn it.

Lynn turned the knob on her door and opened it as Rick backed farther away.

“Well, goodnight, then,” he said, already turning to go.

“Goodnight. And thanks again, for patching me up.”

“My pleasure,” he said, retreating down the hall.

She didn’t wait to see where he went, but fled into her room and shut the door behind her. She looked at the clock, and there was just enough time to call her grandmother before bed. Gram lived in Texas, so the time difference worked in Lynn’s favor, being that she was on the East Coast. She took out her phone and dialed.

*

Lynn felt much better the next morning. She’d had a long conversation with her grandmother, which had set her mind at ease about the information she was sharing with the unit, among other things. She’d also had a good rest once she fell asleep, and felt almost completely back to normal this morning, though her shoulder was a little stiff as she stretched her arms on her way down to breakfast.

She had meant to get up earlier to get in a bit of early-morning exercise, but her body had had other ideas. She figured she’d needed the rest after yesterday’s trauma, so she didn’t fight it when her fatigue said an extra hour of sleep was better than an hour of calisthenics.

When Lynn entered the cafeteria a few minutes later, she noticed the women sitting by the windows, eating their breakfasts and occasionally gazing outside. None of the men of the unit were present. Lynn shrugged and went over to the buffet table to assemble a plate of food for herself. As before, the selections were many and generous.

Normally, Lynn didn’t eat a large breakfast, but everything looked so good, and she was still hungrier than usual. She suspected her body still needed the extra calories to continue repairs, so she filled her plate with fluffy scrambled eggs, crispy bacon, toast with jam, and topped it all with a large glass of orange juice.

Turning to look for a place to sit, Lynn saw the small group of women over by the windows waving her over. They greeted her with smiles and queries about how she was feeling, like old friends. Lynn really liked these ladies and felt welcome among them. She sat between Casey and Jeana, realizing, only then, what a good view their table had of the beach.

The sun had already risen and was shining bright, flooding the room with light since the windows faced east. Someone had pulled the shades down just enough so that the women weren’t blinded by the strong sunlight but could still see out and enjoy the view of the beach. The sea looked calm today, and way off in the distance, Lynn could just make out what she thought might be boats or ships, though she couldn’t really gauge the distances and determine what size vessel she was seeing.

“Here they come.” Casey’s voice broke into Lynn’s still somewhat drowsy thoughts.

Lynn looked around at her companions and realized everybody was looking out the window, some craning their next to see down the left side of the beach. She didn’t have to wait long to see what everyone was watching as the men of the unit came jogging into view. They were all wearing Army T-shirts with their fatigue pants and boots. Clearly, they had just come back from a run as a unit. They weren’t quite jogging in formation, but it was apparent they each had specific places, and everybody was keeping pace with each other. Lynn was impressed to see Hannah running with them, also wearing her uniform togs.

“I didn’t realize Hannah was part of the unit,” Lynn observed, her gaze landing on Rick as he came into view.

Holy cow. He was built strong and just as muscular as the rest of the men. She still marveled at that, seeing as how he was a medic, but she realized he was also a part of this elite Special Forces unit. He had to live up to the same standards as the rest of them—and by the look of him, he exceeded those standards in many ways.

“Oh, she’s not officially a member of the team,” Casey replied. “She’s been reassigned here, of course. Technically, she’s part of the support staff, but she’s proven herself in the field, and most of the guys think of her as their tough little sister or something. Carter loves having her around, of course, but I’m not sure how he’ll take it if she ends up in danger again.”

“Again?” Lynn asked, watching as the group stopped on the beach and proceeded to do a set of jumping jacks.

“Oh, yeah,” Casey went on. “She was being hunted by some of the foreign agents who have been after the men. There was a small sleeper cell that was activated to try to get at our guys, and Hannah ended up in the middle of it all. She had been badly injured on her last tour of duty and couldn’t really walk without crutches. She was working in a shopping mall when things started to happen, and she ended up in the middle of a firefight.”

“Was she hit?” Casey’s tale had most of Lynn’s attention, though she couldn’t help glancing back out the window every few seconds. It didn’t seem to matter, because every time she looked at Casey, the other woman was doing the same.

“No, but she’s very savvy, and she realized what she was seeing when the guys descended on the mall in force. She knew they were some kind of military Special Ops team, which was something they wanted to keep quiet. Carter went back to see her after the incident, and that’s when the bad guys started targeting her.” Casey was watching her husband with love in her eyes, Lynn saw when she glanced at the other woman. “Carter was already crazy about her, and he fixed it so Rick could heal her leg. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be out there running. She was going to be retired from the Army and permanently disabled. Now, she’s able to run and do everything she could before. And Hal had her reassigned here, so she and Carter could be together. I never realized what a romantic I married, though I’ve known him most of my life.”

“You knew Hal before all this all started?” Lynn was learning a lot here and was a willing listener if Casey wanted to fill in some of the blanks for her.

“He was my brother’s best friend from the time they were little, but he always avoided starting anything with me until after he came back from the desert. When he was…um…changed, he decided life was too short to deny the sparks that were always between us, and he came back for me. We all grew up on Long Island, so when they based him and his unit out here—so close—it was like a sign from above. He didn’t really expect they’d be in as much danger from pursuit here in the States as they had been overseas, so when bad guys started showing up, he was really angry. Especially since they’ve been targeting the women. It might be chauvinistic, but Hal has a protective streak a mile wide, especially where women and children are concerned.” She patted her distended belly fondly.

“When are you due?” Lynn asked quietly as they watched the group exercising on the beach.

“Next month,” Casey replied without ever losing sight of the man she clearly loved. “I can hardly wait to meet her.”

“You’re having a girl?”

Casey nodded. “Amelia Rose. We’re naming her for both of our mothers.”

“That’s really nice,” Lynn replied, touched by the idea. The thought occurred to her that, if she ever had a baby girl, she’d like to name her after her late mother.

The thought surprised her. Why was she suddenly getting all broody? Maybe, it was just being around Casey. She had that happy glow of an expectant mother, and it was sort of alluring to think about future possibilities. Of course, Lynn had to find a man she wanted for the father, first.

She looked out the window again, catching sight of Rick. Yeah, he’d make pretty babies.

What am I thinking?

Appalled at the direction of her own thoughts, Lynn studiously ignored the sight out the window and concentrated on her breakfast. She was a doctor. A professional woman. She’d devoted her life, to this point, to study and discovery. She didn’t have time for such sappy thoughts.

Oh, she assumed, at some point in her life, she would settle down and have a family. But that time wasn’t now. How could it be when she still had so much to do?

Then again, maybe, the Mother of All that her grandmother, and all shifters, believed so strongly in had other plans for Lynn. She was almost afraid to find out.

Lynn made sure to finish her meal before the calisthenics on the beach were over. She bussed her tray and made her way upstairs to the work area. She checked out her desk in more detail than she had the day before, making a list of the supplies she still needed. That kept her busy until Jeana found her a few minutes later.

“Do you want coffee?” Jeana asked politely, carrying her own steaming mug of the stuff.

“No, thanks. I had some downstairs. I try to limit myself to just one cup in the morning. Too much caffeine during the day keeps me awake at night.”

“Hal and Rick should be up here shortly. Is there anything you need before the briefing?”

“Not really. I’ve been making a list of some basic office supplies I’d like to have in this desk, but if you just point me to the supply cabinet, I can get those myself.”

“Sure. It’s just as you come in. We turned the large closet as you come into the office area into a combination kitchenette and supply storage when we redesigned this area. That’s where the coffee is.” She raised her mug to her lips and took a sip. “There’s a small fridge with soft drinks and juice bottles, as well as a selection of tea bags and even cocoa. All the comforts of home. If we’re working through lunch, the kitchen will send up sandwiches and put them in the fridge, as long as we call during prep time.”

“That’s pretty convenient,” Lynn observed. “I’ve never worked in the facility with that kind of accommodation.”

“There are some perks to being stuck on this island,” Jeana observed. “They’ve made it as comfortable as possible for those of us who can’t really leave without a certain amount of danger. Working with this particular unit demands sacrifices, but it also brings a few rewards. The greatest of which is pioneering a whole new area of medicine. Not that I’ll ever be able to publish any of my findings.” Jeana chuckled wryly. “I’m just a sucker for discovering new things.”

Lynn didn’t get to reply as Hal walked in the door, followed closely by Rick. She caught her breath, surprised once more by the sheer impact of him. Rick was handsome as sin, and now that she’d seen a bit of the physique that hid beneath his uniform, she was even more struck by his presence. Not that she’d ever let a handsome face truly turn her head.

The thing was, she’d experienced his magical power as he healed her, and it had felt…kind. Big. Good to its core. That was a reflection of the man, himself. Now, that was super attractive.

Even though Lynn had somewhat forsaken the ways of her grandmother in deciding to become a woman of science, she still put a lot of store in her instincts. And every instinct she had told her that Rick was a good man, pure of heart. A warrior clearly fighting on the right side in the battle of good versus evil. A man who stood by his comrades, healing them and helping those in need. That was sexy in a way she hadn’t expected, to say nothing of his physical attributes.

“Let’s take this into the conference room, shall we?” Hal suggested, then headed for the larger room that could more easily accommodate all four of them.

Jeana followed Hal, and Rick waited politely for Lynn to come out from behind her desk. He let her precede him out the door and followed behind as she made her way to the conference room, just down the hall.

Once the conference room door was closed, Hal began the briefing, bringing Lynn up to speed on the objective of their research and how far they had gotten. Hal laid out the overview then turned it over to both Jeana and Rick to explain the details. Apparently, Rick had begun taking observations of the effect on each man in the unit when they used their new powers. He had taken meticulous notes since their time in the desert, which meant they had good data to start from.

“What we need you to do, Dr. Tucker…” Hal said once Rick had finished outlining his work to date, “…is evaluate objectively what the prognosis might be for each of us as we continue to learn more about our abilities. There was some initial concern that, as our powers grew, we could burn out, or whatever you want to call it. Many of us seem to have come past that point, with no ill effects, but it would be good to know if it’s something that may return to haunt us. Rick proposed doing strain tests on each of us to gauge where we are at in our development and where we might be headed, but of course, we need somebody objective to measure and analyze the data—and to subject Rick to the tests, as well. That’s where you come in.”

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

Lynn liked what she was hearing. The kind of testing they were proposing was very similar to some research she had spearheaded that had been funded by the International Olympic Committee. The long-term effects of particular sports on the athletes who participated in them was a constantly evolving field and held great interest for Lynn.

This would be a bit different, of course. While these men were as physically fit as the athletes she had been working with before, the skill sets she would be testing were quite unique. In fact, she could already see the possibilities for magical involvement. These people—who were new to the entire subject of magic—were overlooking the supernatural component. This would be a spectacular challenge.

Jeana was outlining the work that had already been done by Rick and herself, in part. Lynn listened with great interest but did not interrupt. When they were done, she would have a lot to add, but it was better to let them tell her all they had done so far before she butted in with her big ideas. She kept waiting to hear that they had considered the nontraditional pathways—the magic—but, as she had suspected, they had not.

That actually worked out better for Lynn. She would be able to start from scratch with her observations, sure of all her data, because she would be the one collecting it and overseeing the experiments. This was going to be great.

“So, in essence, we want you to research the physical strain each of the new talents puts on each man, with an eye to any possible long-term detrimental effects,” Jeana concluded. “Dr. Lovelace has already collected a great deal of baseline data from the time the effects were first noted until now. Of course, this isn’t really his area of expertise. Mine either,” Jeana said with all humility.

“I’ve already made all my data available to the scientific team,” Rick added. “I’m happy to answer any questions and work with you in any way you wish. This is important research for the unit.” He paused and looked at Hal. “For myself and my friends,” he added in a somewhat more subdued tone. “We really need to get a handle on what happened to us and, more importantly, perhaps, where it will take us physically and mentally.”

“And magically,” Lynn added after a long pause while they all looked at her expectantly. She saw Hal give her a double take and realized she’d hit the mark. All three of them looked surprised by her words. “I realize none of you have any real experience with magic, but it’s something that has to be considered.”

Hal nodded, understanding dawning in his eyes. “I can see you’re going to be a tremendous asset to this team, Lynn. As you say, none of us know much about that sort of thing.”

“Honestly,” Jeana put in, “I hadn’t even really considered that aspect of the situation.”

Lynn smiled at her new colleague. “I suspect that’s why I’m here.”

“You mean it’s like fate?” Rick asked, one eyebrow raised at her.

Lynn nodded. “If you have any friends among the shifters, you should ask them about the Mother of All. Gram taught me to believe very strongly in the divine and the hand it plays in our lives. Shifters are closer to that than most beings, and they have a strong affinity for the Mother Goddess of Creation. Shifters also believe in fate very strongly, because for each of them, it is said, there is one perfect, true mate. Some will go their entire lives searching for that one person.”

“Surely, that’s just a romantic fairytale?” Jeana asked.

It was clear the other woman was a pragmatic scientist who didn’t really understand the magical world all around. She would, though, Lynn suspected. Like herself, Jeana was here on this island for a reason. Lynn felt that as strongly as she’d ever felt anything. She might not have her Gram’s gift of magic, but Lynn had always had a strong intuition that she’d learned to trust.

“True mates are a real thing among shifters. They often know soon after meeting each other that they’re meant to be, and they are faithful to each other for the rest of their days. There is no cheating or divorce among shifters when they’ve found their true mate. I know this for a fact, because Gram ran with a wolf Pack when she was younger. She’s seen it with her own eyes,” Lynn told them.

“I find that…incredible,” Jeana finally said, though Lynn got the impression she’d wanted to say something else. Lynn began to suspect that Jeana had been observing the shifters on the island more closely than anyone realized. Maybe, she’d even spotted one that had caught her eye.

“It’s real. Bloodletters also search centuries, it is said, to find their One, as they call it. Most never find their perfect match and choose to end their days by greeting the sun. It’s either that or go mad and become the vampire of nightmares. You have to understand, many of these people are centuries old and were raised in times where honor was paramount. Gram says that’s a good thing for the rest of us, because most of them would rather end their existences themselves than be hunted down after a murderous spree.”

Lynn paused and wondered why she was talking about true mates. She almost shook her head but refrained. From the looks on their faces, she’d given these people enough to think about for one meeting. She waited for someone else to speak, and after a short, awkward silence, Hal cleared his throat.

“I can see we’re going to be learning a great deal from you.” He stood and pushed his chair in as he looked at her. “If that’s all, I have another meeting. Welcome to the team, Lynn. If you need anything at all, you know where to find me.”

Rick had stood when his commander did, and they saluted each other, then Rick waited, standing, while Hal left the room. Rick turned back to the two women and smiled. “Where do you want to start?”

 

Rick spent the rest of the morning with Lynn, sharing his preliminary data and going over his notes, case by case. He showed her the file he’d made for each man in the unit, including his own. They kept actual paper files, which could not be hacked electronically. It was safer for this ultra-sensitive data to be kept the old-fashioned way. One copy, only in physical form, kept under lock and key in their own secure facility.

Only Rick had the key, and if something should change, Hal had given Rick express orders to destroy all the records, rather than let them get into the wrong hands. He would share them with Lynn, but he’d already told her no copies were to be made, and her own notes had to be kept with his. So far, she hadn’t balked. She already understood the danger that followed them. Getting shot had made that clear in ways his words alone could not.

“I’ve ranked them by priority, which keeps changing as events unfold. Some of us are having wider fluctuations than others at any given time,” he explained.

“I noticed yours was on top of the pile,” she observed, frowning.

“Yeah,” he replied, shifting in his seat uncomfortably. They were sitting side by side at the conference table with the files spread out before them. “I’ve been experiencing some…uh…power surges is a good way to put it, I guess. Hal felt something similar when his talent really started to come online, though his ability is quite different than mine. He’s settled down to a more constant level of ability, especially since around the time of his marriage to Casey. I had been at a plateau, but a recent mission seems to have spiked me into high gear again. For example, healing your shoulder would have taken a lot more out of me just a few weeks ago.”

“Do you think there might have been some trigger that caused your power to increase?” she asked, intrigued.

Rick nodded. “I’ve been working with Wil’s dad. He had cancer and had basically gone home to die. When Wil found out, we went out there and found Senior in bad shape, but I was able to save him with Wil’s help. He’s here, on the island, now. You’ll probably see him at dinner, unless he’s still working. He’s a world-class sharpshooter—among other things—and he’s running some classes for our neighbors on the island.”

“He’s well enough for that?” She was impressed.

“We gave him multiple treatments over the course of several days as we evacuated him from his mountain home. He was spending his retirement from the military as a forest ranger until the illness caught up with him. He wanted to spend the rest of his days in the isolation of his mountaintop, and the people he worked with were happy to let him. Wil’s girlfriend was supposed to take over for him and was doing most of the ranger duties while keeping an eye on his dad. She came with us when we left, too.”

“You mean Mandy?” Lynn asked, trying to piece together the story from snippets she’d had from all the different people she’d met, so far. “I thought she had been a police officer.”

“She was,” Rick agreed. “Before she became a forest ranger, she was shot in the line of duty and left policing. When the enemy followed us to the mountaintop, she was in danger, as well. And then, of course, she and Wil got together, so it made sense that she come back here with us.”

Lynn just shook her head. Someday, she’d have to get the full story, but for now, she had to get them back on track. No matter how intrigued she was to hear more about how Mandy, Wil, Rick and Wil’s father had escaped from terrorist pursuit.

“So, you and Wil worked together to heal his father of a terminal condition, is that right?” she prompted, taking a few notes on a blank pad. Rick nodded, and she continued, “Do you think collaborating might’ve spurred your power into growth, somehow?”

“It’s possible, but that’s not what happened to the other men in the unit. Each time we’ve experienced a surge in ability, it’s been because of some outside factor—a challenge that we rose to meet, as it were. In Hal’s case, it started when a car almost ran over his wife. He stopped it cold. His hand prints were crushed into the bumper. Although, he’d been experiencing surges for a while. He was the first, actually,” Rick said, his look thoughtful. “He started having trouble controlling the strength even before we returned to the States. I think it’s because he was trying to lift increasingly heavier weights to see what his new limit was. Partly, that was my fault, because his power was the most easily measured, and he was willing to be the guinea pig for the rest of us. He leads by example, if you know what I mean.”

Lynn nodded. “I can see we’re going to have to get creative to try to quantify some of the powers you’ve described, but you’ve already made a great start,” she told him, mulling over the project, now that she had the full scope of it. This was a serious challenge, and she looked forward to doing the research.

 

Rick was really impressed by the way Lynn approached her work. She had a quick scientific mind that somehow made sense of the powers that felt more like science fiction than reality, even though he was living it. They made good progress going through the files on the work he had already done and coming up with a plan for future investigation.

By the time they were ready to go down to the mess hall for lunch, Rick felt they had made a good start on devising a clear path forward. He liked the new ideas Lynn had contributed. She already had a deep understanding of the kinds of things they needed to look for, which probably stemmed from her rather unorthodox background. If he’d had any doubt before, Rick was now completely convinced that Lynn was definitely the right person for this job. If she couldn’t figure out how to help him and his comrades, he doubted anybody else could.

They went down to lunch together, still discussing some of the finer points. They were late, but there was an open table near the windows, and they sat there together, continuing their conversation. Rick realized about halfway through the meal that a few of the others were sending questioning—and amused—glances toward them, but he ignored it. Sure, he was having lunch at a table for two with the pretty doctor, but that didn’t really mean anything. They were working together. They were colleagues. Right?

He dismissed such thoughts and concentrated on the point Lynn had just raised. She was proposing to start work, calibrating a new measurement scale she was thinking of using, that very afternoon. Rick was more than willing to be her first guinea pig. His own power had been surging the past couple of weeks, and he’d really like to get it back under control. He started to believe, as they worked together, that Lynn might just be the key to doing so.

Once they’d finished eating, Lynn stood up and stretched, her gaze fixed out the window at the beach.

“I don’t know about you,” she said, still looking out the window, “but I think I’d like to take a little walk before we go back up to the office. Get the blood flowing and stretch my legs a bit. Is that okay?” She turned back to him, her smile so bright he could swear he felt the warmth of it on his skin.

Slowly, he nodded. “That actually sounds like a good idea,” he agreed. “Do you mind some company?”

“Not at all.” She followed him to the corner of the room where they placed their trays on a rack for the kitchen staff to deal with, then they walked out of the building together. “I’ve been wanting to get the lay of the land a bit. I always like being near the ocean. Listening to the waves and walking along the shore touches something deep inside.”

Rick marveled at her words. “I’ve always felt the same way.”

“Of course, I’m very aware that we’re on a secret military base here.” She looked up at him as she walked at his side, heading down to the beach. “If there’s any area that’s off limits, please just let me know.”

“This side of the island is pretty open,” he explained as they walked through the dry sand, which was more challenging than the hard-packed wet sand down by the water. “About a hundred yards in that direction is a tidal pool.” He pointed in the direction they were walking as they hit more solid footing down at the water’s edge. “We’ve sort of adopted that landmark as the unofficial boundary in this direction. We are very aware that we’re sharing this small island with a much larger group that was here before us. We’re basically their guests. As such, we try to stick to our area as much as possible, unless it’s something that has been expressly permitted, such as our morning runs around the perimeter. But everybody does that. The other troops on the island will often do a circuit through our area on their way around the perimeter. Nobody minds that. The more eyes watching our collective defenses, the better.”

“Are there any fish in that tidal pool you mentioned?”

“Sometimes,” he replied. “At certain times of the day, it’s pretty deep. I suspect during high tide, fish will often find themselves in that pool.”

Her eyes seemed to light up with anticipation as they walked toward the unofficial boundary of the pool. Reaching it, she walked around the edge, inspecting it closely.

“This might be just the thing,” she said, looking up at him with an eager expression. “When my gear gets here, I may just have to try my hand at fishing this little spot, as long as nobody else minds.”

“I’ve seen a lot of the other residents of the island fishing at various spots. I don’t think anybody cares if you try your hand at catching a few.” He didn’t really understand her enthusiasm but was intrigued to see the spark of excitement in her eyes. Apparently, fishing was something she really enjoyed doing.

He liked learning these little things about her. She wasn’t very much like any other woman he’d ever met. Not only was she blindingly intelligent, but she had hidden depths and arcane knowledge. She was formidable but also kind of adorable. He liked the puzzle she presented.

 


CHAPTER NINE

They turned to make their way back toward their building but stopped to allow a small group of Navy personnel to run past. Rick noticed that Liam Kincaid was part of the group, and wasn’t altogether surprised when he paused in his exercise to let the rest of the group run on without him. He slowed to walk beside Rick and Lynn. He’d just run at least half the length of the island, and he wasn’t even out of breath.

Rick was completely intrigued by the idea of shifters and more than a little envious of their strength and stamina. And every single one of them seemed to have supermodel good looks. Rick felt himself bristling inside as Liam greeted Lynn with a movie star smile.

“Just wanted to let you know,” Liam said casually, though his stance seemed a bit strained, “that some of my people have been seeing shark fins out on the ocean. For the time being, we’re restricting swimming to platoon-sized groups. Don’t go out there on your own, Doctor.”

Lynn looked suitably alarmed. “Sharks? Are you sure they’re just sharks?”

Liam grimaced. “That’s still open for debate,” he told her, shaking his head. “Until we know, for sure, it’s best to just steer clear of the water.”

“What do you guys mean about being just sharks?” Rick asked, sure he was missing something.

Liam looked down the beach to where his group was still running on without him. “I’ve got to go. Will you explain it to him and pass on the message?” he asked Lynn directly.

She nodded solemnly. “I’d be happy to. Thanks for the warning.”

As Liam sprinted to catch up with his group, Rick turned to Lynn. She was frowning.

“What was all that about?”

“So…you know about shifters. I suspect you have several different kinds of land-based shifters right here on this island,” she began.

“Land-based? Do you mean to say…?” He looked out over the water, his mind boggled by the idea of shifters who can turn into sea creatures. This was just getting too weird.

Lynn was nodding when he looked back at her. “Shark shifters have never been known to be on the side of Light.” It was her turn to gaze out over the water. “If that’s what’s out there, then I don’t think they’re there to be helpful. More likely, they’re working for your enemies.”

Rik wanted to curse, but he held his tongue. He’d been raised not to cuss in front of a lady. But, boy oh boy, how he wanted to say a few choice words at this new complication.

“Gram said once, that the shark shifters were like the opposite side of the coin from the Navy SEALs. Selkies, though reputed to be capricious at times, were usually good guys. That’s why so many of them volunteered for Special Forces.”

Rik stopped in his tracks. “Wait a minute. Are you saying that Navy SEALs are really seal shifters?” He couldn’t believe he had just uttered those words, but Lynn was nodding as she faced him.

“Selkies, the Irish call them. Though, from what I understand, the current makeup of the Navy SEAL teams is mixed. A lot of the big cat shifters really enjoy water, too. But I’ve heard it was selkies who started it all, back in the Viet Nam era.”

She said it so matter-of-factly. Meanwhile, Rick’s mind was blown. He realized, once again, how much they still didn’t know about this magical world they had somehow joined. Lynn was going to be a tremendous asset to the unit. He started walking again, a little more slowly as he thought things through.

“I think we better have a meeting with Hal before we go back up to the office,” he told her. “The captain needs to know this, and you’re the expert. I’m certain he’ll have questions that I won’t be able to answer on my own.”

Lynn shrugged. “No problem. That’s why I’m here. To answer questions and explain stuff. That and figure out how to help you and your men understand and deal with your new existence.” They walked on for a moment before she spoke again. “Still. Shark shifters are bad news. If that’s what’s out there, you’re going to have to prepare for some kind of assault, I think.”

“Then, the sooner we get the captain up to speed, the better.”

 

Lynn was impressed by how well the captain took the news. The more she saw of Captain Haliwell, the more she liked his style of leadership. He really listened to his men, and took the time to ask pertinent questions. She had also seen him in an emergency situation on that Coast Guard cutter, and though she had been hazy with pain, she had recognized his decisive commands in the way men followed his lead without question.

He didn’t seem as surprised as Rick had been to learn that the Navy SEALs had originated with actual seal shifters. She suspected she wasn’t the first to mention this to him. Still, he listened without commenting, at first, then asked pointed questions until he had all the facts as she knew them.

“I think I’m going to have to have another talk with Commander Kincaid,” Hal said, standing from behind his desk. Clearly, the meeting was over, and he was going to act on what they had told him. “Spread the word, Rick. We’re on lockdown. Everybody stays inside for the time being. No more PT on the beach today. Batten down the hatches and increase the standing watch. I’m heading over to Kincaid’s office. Tell the men there’ll be a briefing when I get back.”

Hal didn’t waste time. He was out the door and down the hall before Lynn had even gotten out of her chair. Rick picked up the phone on Hal’s desk and pushed a few buttons. He started getting the word out, spreading the captain’s orders, as directed. After his third terse call, he replaced the handset and met her gaze.

“Looks like our plans for the afternoon have changed a bit.” He came out from behind the desk and ushered her toward the door. “Let’s go downstairs and help set up for the briefing. I’m fairly certain the captain won’t be long. And, if past events are any clue, he’ll likely bring some of the Navy folk back with him.”

Lynn walked with him down the corridor, heading for the stairs. “I didn’t realize you worked that closely with the Navy contingent on the island, but it makes sense. Especially when the threat could impact everyone, not just your unit.”

As they came down the stairs into the central hallway on the ground floor, they met more people. It seemed like everyone was heading toward the mess hall, some of them carrying equipment with them. A number of men appeared to have come up the stairs from the basement level. Some were very obviously armed and stationed at the entrances. Others were going from room to room, securing windows, drawing shades, turning off lights, and locking the doors behind them. She suspected they had set electronic surveillance devices within those empty rooms, as well.

Lynn noticed that hardened metal shutters covered the windows along the back of the mess hall when she entered. They were black and fit tightly to the windows, not allowing any light to penetrate.

“They’re armored,” Rick said, noticing the direction of her gaze. “And light tight. Nobody can see in from the outside. We put them on all the windows after we moved in. This building is about as secure as we can make it. Don’t worry.”

He pulled out a chair at the large main table and held it for her. Lynn realized that all the smaller tables had been moved aside, and the extra chairs stacked along the wall. One of the men was setting up audiovisual equipment, including a large screen that slowly rolled down from the ceiling near the windows.

When the room was prepared, and everyone was gathered, the captain entered from the hallway. He wasn’t alone. Lieutenant Liam Kincaid came in with him and took a seat at the table. Silence reigned while they waited for the captain to start his briefing.

“We’re on high alert,” Hal began, “and the reason is because at least one, possibly more, sharks have been sighted just offshore.”

A few of the men around the table looked confused, but only one voiced his dismay. “Sharks? We went into lockdown because of some sharks?”

“Liam?” Hal motioned to the Navy man to speak.

“We don’t think they’re just sharks,” Liam said. The confusion around the table only increased.

“Think, men,” Hal barked. “We’re on an island full of shifters. Shifters of all kinds.”

“You mean to say…” The man who had questioned raising the alarm for sharks before spoke again, then shook his head. “No way. Shark shifters? Is there really such a thing?”

Liam nodded. “There is, and history has shown that they’re not usually on the right side of things. A lot of them hire out as muscle for criminal organizations along both coasts.”

Lynn noticed that the confusion and disbelief on faces around the room had now turned to a sort of grim determination. Good. At least they were listening now.

“The thing is, they’re as good in the water as our Navy Special Forces SEALs. Actually—and don’t let any of them know I said this—the sharks are better. After all, in the wild, sharks eat seals,” Liam told them.

“Wait a minute,” the same man spoke up again. “Are Navy SEALs actually seal shifters?”

Liam nodded. “Many are. Selkies, we call them, after the old Irish legends. But there are also many big cats and a few Others among the SEAL Teams. The important part to know is that you can expect that kind of skill in the water and on land. We’ve only seen one shark at a time, but there could be quite a few of them out there in the depths. An assault team, perhaps. They can swim right up to shore, shift, and be here in minutes. If they’ve been planning this—and I believe the one we’ve seen was doing recon, so I think it’s a reasonable assumption—then they’ll have gear stashed just offshore that they can access once they’re in human form.”

“What we need to do is come up with a plan to counteract that kind of assault,” Hal interjected before anyone else could speak.

“My father is calling Admiral Morrow,” Liam put in. “He has a special affinity for water and water shifters. He might have some ideas that the rest of us don’t. In the meantime, I’m here as your liaison. Our people have stepped up patrols, and we’ll watch the outside as long as you need us. Your best bet is to do what you’ve already done. Stay inside, locked down. You’re much safer within these walls, for now.”

“Agreed,” Hal said, “but it’s not in our nature to hide and let other people defend us. And we can’t stay inside this building forever. We need to make plans to cover as many situations as we can dream up.”

“What you need,” Lynn said, unsure she was even going to speak until she heard the words come out of her mouth, “is a way to draw out the sharks and end the threat.”

All eyes turned to her, most expressions holding a bit of surprise.

“With all due respect, Doctor—” Liam began, but Hal held up a hand, forestalling the rest of his words.

“What do you propose, ma’am?” Hal asked. He looked skeptical but seemed willing to listen.

“You need the right bait to catch a shark,” she told them. “Force the confrontation, on your terms. Take them by surprise.”

“That all sounds good,” Hal said, one corner of his lips lifting in a small smile, “but who or what is going to be the bait?”

“I could do it,” she replied immediately. “I’ve already told you I want to go fishing. What if I went out there and did my thing while you all lie in wait? When the sharks bite, you can take them out.”

“I don’t like it,” Rick said with a bit of vehemence in his tone that she hadn’t expected.

Hal looked like he was considering her plan. “It could work,” he said finally. “But it would be dangerous. Better one of us acts as the bait.”

“I respectfully disagree,” she countered. “If the sharks are as dangerous as I’ve always been led to believe, then all of your men will be needed to counterstrike. Some of the shifters, too, if they’re willing.” She looked at Liam, who nodded. “If I play bait, more of the fighters can be ready to spring. They won’t expect me to be any sort of challenge to them. Who knows? They might let down their guard a little, simply because they don’t think I can fight back effectively. And I will be armed.”

“Armed?” Liam spoke up, a question in his tone.

“I bow fish with sharp-bladed hunting points on my arrows. They’re sharp and deadly, and I’m an excellent shot,” she said quietly. “I don’t mention it often, but you need to know. I almost made the Olympic team, but I was sick during most of that year of college and didn’t bother trying again, the next time. The illness wasn’t anything normal. It was caused by some dark magic being cooked up in the chemistry department. Gram had to call in a few favors to get the campus cleaned up, and a few of the tenured professors disappeared mysteriously, but I felt better after that. Gram was never very forthcoming about what they had been doing, but it had to have been pretty bad for her to get involved—and for it to affect me so strongly. I’m not all that magical, usually. Just a bit sensitive to certain things, apparently.”

“This is what I saw,” Jeeves said from the far side of the table, drawing all eyes. “Both Rose and I saw you on the beach with your bow, and there was a sense of imminent danger, but neither of us could figure out exactly what the danger was. I think we were seeing what you’re describing now. You, acting as bait. And, if our visions hold correct, you’ll have good reason to use those sharp arrows. Captain,” he turned his attention to Hal, “this is something that’s going to happen. Best we make it happen on our terms.”

Hal shook his head. “I can’t say that I like this, at all. But Jeeves is right. If we’re going to do this, we have to do it very deliberately. With a solid plan.” Hal’s gaze met Lynn’s. “You’re going to have to follow my orders to the letter, Doctor. Do you understand?”

Lynn nodded. “I hear you, Captain. And I can follow orders. You’ve never met my grandmother, but she’s a lot like a military commander when she’s on a mission. I’ve acted on her behalf, and her orders, many times before. I don’t always understand why she wants me to do certain things, but I do them, and I’ll do the same for you.” She looked around the room, nodding. “It’s clear to me that you’re a good leader, otherwise these men wouldn’t have followed your command for so long, or so successfully.”

Hal looked just a little bit uncomfortable with her assessment but forged ahead. They spent the next hour devising a plan that accounted for many different contingencies. The plan had alternates for almost any situation they might encounter. Lynn was impressed. She had never been privy to this sort of strategy session, and she found it fascinating.

Liam Kincaid spoke for his father’s command, promising backup forces in strategic places. He also indicated, at one point, that he had a large box in the back of his Jeep with Lynn’s name on it. Her gear—packed by her grandmother—had arrived. She couldn’t wait to see what Gram had included in the box. Lynn had no doubt that her fishing gear would be there, but what other little goodies Gram might have thought she would need were yet to be seen.

Lynn was confident enough from past experience to know that her grandmother would have given her as many tools as she could to deal with whatever Lynn would be facing. Gram always knew, somehow, what Lynn would need in any given situation.

As the meeting adjourned, Lynn walked with Liam to the main doorway. There were guards there, now. They opened the door for Liam, but he motioned for Lynn to stay inside.

“I’ll get the box and bring it in,” he said on his way out the door.

 


CHAPTER TEN

True to his word, Liam reappeared in minutes, hefting a very large wooden box in his arms, as if it weighed nothing at all. He carried it through into the living room area and placed it on the large table in one corner.

“I figured you might want to open this up down here,” he told her. “It’s kind of bulky and probably too heavy for you to carry.”

“Thanks. This is perfect,” she replied, eager to open the mysterious package. It was even larger than she had expected.

Rick appeared at her side with a small pry bar. “You might need this to open it,” he suggested. “Want me to do the honors?”

“Thanks, I’d appreciate that,” she told him, watching as he carefully pried up the lid on the box that had been nailed shut.

“Your grandmother did that?” Liam, to her surprise, hadn’t left. He stood beside her, watching as Rick took off the lid.

“I have no doubt she packed the box,” Lynn replied. “But nailing it shut? That was probably done by one of her students.”

“Students?” Liam sounded intrigued.

“It’s no secret. Gram has always had the occasional student of magical arts. She’s incredibly selective, but those who make the cut always go on to be forces for good, if they survive the evil that always seems to be gunning for the good guys these days. Many are priestesses or shamans.” Lynn was justifiably proud of her grandmother, and her family’s magical heritage, even though she didn’t share directly in it.

The lid came off completely, and Lynn didn’t wait to hear if Liam had some sort of reply to her statement. Instead, she went straight for the large molded hard case that held her bow. Lifting it out of the larger wooden box, she set it on the table in front of her. Flipping the catches, she opened the case to reveal her beloved competition bow.

It was a compact fiberglass construction. A compound bow with pulleys on either end that created and multiplied the force behind her arrows. She checked it over with an expert eye, glad to see it had suffered no ill effects from its journey. Putting it aside, she reached into the wooden box and found her quiver, packed neatly inside another case with two dozen arrows. The hunting points—with their sharp blades—were in another case, ready to be attached to the arrows, as needed.

Gram must have packed up every last arrow and point Lynn owned. She wondered what that meant for what was coming. Had Lynn been a fool to volunteer as bait? Probably, she decided. But she saw no easier or better way to draw out the sharks and neutralize the danger.

Rick whistled through his teeth when he got a look at the hunting points in their little case. The sound drew her out of her reverie.

“You aren’t messing around with those,” he commented.

Lynn nodded. “These are for hunting, and yes, they’re deadly. I don’t hunt game these days, but I do still like the challenge of fishing with them. The water adds a whole new dimension and makes aim a lot trickier.”

She looked inside the wooden box again, and pulled out another smaller box. This one was something she had never seen before. No doubt, it was something Gram had added.

“I wonder what this is?” she said contemplatively as she took it out of the larger box.

Gently, Lynn unwrapped it and took off the lid. Inside, wrapped in fabric, she found two small glass jars that were labeled in her grandmother’s handwriting. There was also a small drawstring bag that contained a necklace. The pendant was a creation of wire and semiprecious stone that tingled with magic as Lynn held it in her hand.

“An amulet of some kind,” Liam said, nodding. “I can feel its power from here.”

“Gram is good at weaving spells into wire and stone arrangements,” Lynn replied. She opened the catch and put the necklace on, feeling the love woven into the design and the protective magic her grandmother had gifted her with. This might just help protect her a little bit more from what she was about to do.

“What’s in the jars?” Rick asked.

“Poison and antidote,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’ll be coating a few of my arrowheads with the poison, in case I need to shoot at any of the bad guys.” Lynn had understood the purpose of those two little jars the moment she saw them. Gram had given her a little extra something in case the sharks got too close for comfort. “Shifters don’t go down from just being shot unless you get extraordinarily lucky,” she clarified for Rick. “This will ensure my hits make an impression.”

 

As Lynn caressed the bow and Rick got to see the gear she used, he was impressed, all over again. The good doctor had hidden facets that he found incredibly appealing. To see her dealing with the lethal items—including poison she seemed to take almost for granted—was an odd sort of turn-on he hadn’t expected.

That she was an intelligent, beautiful and gusty woman, he already knew. But seeing this competent, lethal killer side of her was unexpectedly potent. Damn. He had it bad, and the more he got to know about this fascinating woman, the worse it became.

The rest of the items in the large box grandmother had sent looked like clothing and other personal things. Liam took his leave, a bit of a stunned look on his face that probably matched Rick’s own expression. Lynn’s gear and attitude was certainly an eye-opener.

Rick was just glad to see the other man take off. He didn’t like the competition, not that Lynn had given the lion shifter any encouragement. Still, Rick knew the shifters held a certain appeal for many of the single women around them. Hell, most of the single men in his unit were lusting after the few shifter females they’d seen around base. Those shifters had to have some of the best genetics around. They were all svelte, with chiseled features, and they moved like the animals that shared their spirits. Graceful. Somewhat predatory. They didn’t run, they loped. They didn’t sneak around on maneuvers, they stalked.

They were all pretty darn amazing, and very attractive. But Rick didn’t want Lynn’s head turned by one of their handsome faces. No. He wanted her all to himself.

“Can I help you get this stuff up to your room?” Rick asked as she removed several bags filled with what looked like clothing out of the bottom of the wooden crate.

“I’d appreciate it,” she replied. “Can you take the bow case? I want to do a little maintenance and inspection before I have to rely on it on the beach.”

He hefted the large case and grabbed a couple of the clothing bags for his other hand. What was left looked light enough for her to handle, including the little jars she repackaged into their protective casing.

“A wise warrior always cares for his weapons before a mission,” he intoned, sending her a smile as they began walking.

“Is it okay to leave the crate there?” Lynn looked back over her shoulder then up at him.

“It’ll be fine,” he assured her. “I’ll stow it for you. I’ve got a watch later tonight, so I’ll swing by on my way.”

“Thanks.” They began mounting the stairs, moving carefully with their hands full of her stuff. “You know, you guys might want to put a bit of the poison on some of your bullets or blades. I wasn’t kidding when I said that shifters aren’t really phased by much. There are stories of them being shot multiple times by conventional ammunition and still able to fight effectively.”

“We don’t usually utilize poisons,” Rick told her, feeling uncomfortable with the idea. “Too much chance of it affecting the wrong target or contaminating the area.”

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that with this stuff. It’s a magical poison. A potion, if you will. It’s designed to be contained and isn’t all that dangerous unless it gets into an open wound. Plus, it’s easily reversed with the antidote.” She shrugged as they reached the landing. “The main ingredient is colloidal silver. Silver is dangerous for shifters. That’s why people used to hunt werewolves with silver bullets.”

“That’s real?” Rick asked, surprised.

Lynn nodded. “There can sometimes be more than a grain of truth in old legends. Silver can be deadly to shifters in strong concentrations, and it can drive bloodletters completely around the bend. It doesn’t really play will with their kinds of magic, though Gram doesn’t have a problem with it.” Lynn shrugged as they headed for her door. “She had to have known I’d be up against powerful shifters. That’s the only reason she would have sent that particular potion to me. You see, the silver combined with the other ingredients and sealed with Gram’s magic will stop a shifter from changing shape. So, if I hit a shark shifter when he’s in human form, he won’t be able to go back to shark form and escape.”

“That’s handy.” They arrived at her door, and Lynn opened it, walking in first. Rick followed, placing her items where she directed.

“It could also be lethal if the antidote is not administered within a few hours.” Her brows furrowed. “I’m not fond of causing anybody the kind of pain they could endure while the poison is in their system, but it’ll stop them from killing people on our side. I hope.”

“Just remember…” Rick said as they paused, facing each other. He looked deep into her eyes as he put his hands on her shoulders. “If someone is gunning for you, do whatever you have to. Stop them in any way you can. You’ve got a non-lethal alternative which sounds good. Don’t hesitate to use it.”

She nodded up at him. “I won’t.”

“Promise me, Lynn. I don’t want to lose you.” Maybe, he was saying too much, too soon, but he couldn’t help himself.

“I promise. But…why?” She looked so adorably confused and just a bit…hopeful?

“I don’t really know,” he admitted, knowing deep in his heart that honesty was the only possible route with this woman. “I’ve never felt this strongly about anyone in such a short time, but you’ve become…important to me, Lynn. I want to spend more time with you. A lot more time. And I want to see where this attraction leads us.” He felt as if he’d just stepped out on a very shaky limb high up off the ground. Would she be there to catch him if he fell? “Please tell me you’re feeling this, too.”

Her lips turned upward in a small smile. “Yeah,” she told him, and his heart started beating faster. “I feel it. From the first moment I saw you, I was aware of you in a way I’ve never felt before. I wondered if it was just your magic, but the more I see of your friends, the more I realize it’s just you, Rick. For whatever reason, you fascinate me, and I don’t think it’s just because of your amazing power.”

That was music to his ears. He wanted so much for what was developing between them to be based on something more than his magic and the fact that he’d healed her. His last serious relationship had been with a woman he’d met during his last year of medical school. She’d been sick, and he’d helped find a cure for her condition. He’d come to realize too late that the emotion on her side of the relationship had been based on hero worship and gratitude—not real, lasting love.

He’d been fully invested. He’d even proposed marriage, only to be turned down when she came to her senses.

Rick hadn’t been her doctor—he wasn’t out of school yet—but he’d been researching her case and helped pointing her medical team in the right direction. He’d made a breakthrough discovery, so in her mind, he’d saved her. But the emotion hadn’t lasted. He’d proposed, and she’d gone very quiet. A few days later, they’d broken up, and he’d been heartbroken.

He’d joined Hal’s unit a couple of months later. The more dangerous the assignments, the better. He’d wanted to get out of the States for a while and forget all about the woman who’d broken his heart.

It had worked. To a point. Rick had been kept too busy until recently to pursue any lasting relationships. Of course, now that they were on extended leave from the field and his buddies were starting to pair off, he’d realized the pain in his heart had begun to heal. Meeting Lynn had helped even more.

Just a few hours in her presence had made him start to think about the future again. About risking his heart again. A scary thought, but Lynn made him want to try.

He drew closer to her, almost as if they were drawn together by some unseen magnetic force. She leaned. He leaned. And, before he realized exactly what was happening, their lips met.

After that, he knew exactly what to do. He put his arms around her, and she snuggled in close, returning the favor. Oh, yeah. She felt like a dream in his arms. A dream from which he never wanted to wake.

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Lynn leaned into Rick’s hard body, barely believing how far they had come on such short acquaintance. Sometimes, she’d heard her Gram say, things just happened that way. Sure, she wasn’t a shifter, and neither was he. They didn’t instantaneously know their perfect mate, as many shifters did. But something in her had recognized Rick almost from the first. And, if he was to be believed—and she had no reason to doubt his sincerity—he’d felt the same.

Magic. That’s what it was. A delicious sort of magic that drew them to each other. She wasn’t going to question it any more than that. Whatever it was that had brought them together—whether it be fate or the unseen hand of the Mother of All—it was an amazing feeling. Nothing had ever felt so right.

She wasn’t sure how long they stood there, bodies pressed tightly together, lips exploring and pleasure building, when a noise from out in the hallway startled her. Rick lifted his head and glanced toward the open door. She followed suit. They hadn’t bothered to close it when they were carrying her stuff inside, and now, they both saw a very pregnant woman tiptoeing past with a mischievous smile on her face.

Busted. Casey had totally seen them, and if the glee in her expression was any clue, she thought catching them necking was hilarious. What were the odds she wouldn’t tell her husband? Yeah, not high.

“Well, that does it,” Rick said, turning back to look at Lynn. His expression was open and amused. “She’s not going to keep quiet. I hope a little teasing doesn’t bother you, though it’ll be mostly aimed at me, I’m sure.”

Lynn thought about it for a second then shrugged. “That’s what families do. Could be worse.”

Rick’s head tilted to one side. He was still holding her loosely around the waist and didn’t seem in any hurry to let go, despite the open door.

“You get it. We’re more than just comrades in arms. We’re family,” he told her. “All those guys are my brothers, and their wives and girlfriends are like pesky little sisters, sometimes. Casey especially. She sees herself as a sort of den mother to us all, but we don’t mind. Frankly, most of us sort of revel in her interest in our happiness. She really cares, you know?”

Lynn reached up and cupped his cheek, loving the feel of his beard stubble against her palm. It was such a masculine thing that she hadn’t felt in far too long.

“It doesn’t take long to see the dynamic between you all. I think it’s really special, the camaraderie you’ve built here.” She was mesmerized by the look in his eyes, and the moment stretched.

“I didn’t expect…” he began, then halted.

He seemed to have trouble articulating his thoughts, but she didn’t mind waiting. Being held in his arms was a decidedly pleasant way to spend her time. He could keep her waiting indefinitely. She wouldn’t mind. Not at all.

“I didn’t think… What I mean is, I didn’t plan this,” he told her finally. “There’s something so…”

“I get it,” she said, trying to help. He definitely wasn’t comfortable talking about his feelings, but that was okay. He was trying, and that meant the world to her. “I feel the same, and it’s all good. Don’t worry.”

He let her go by slow degrees. “I guess I can’t talk you out of the op tomorrow?” He sounded hopeful but resigned.

“Sorry, no.” She shook her head as he backed away a few inches. “But I’ll be careful. I promise.”

“And I’ll be watching your back,” he returned the promise. “Along with the rest of the guys and some of Liam’s people. We won’t let anything happen to you. I’d… I’d be really displeased if you got even a scratch, so stay sharp and don’t give me a reason to use my magical healing powers on you, again, okay?” The last was said in a teasing but serious way, and she understood.

She patted his arm. “I’ll do my very best,” she told him, reaching up to give him a peck on the cheek as he showed signs of turning to go. She let him go, and he walked slowly toward the still-open door. “After all,” she called after him, “I want to find out what happens next with us. Tomorrow night, Rick. I’ll definitely want another good night kiss.”

That stopped him short, and he turned halfway to grin at her. “Only if you’ve earned it, Doc.”

She smiled back at him. “Same goes for you, Doc.” 

He chuckled and made a point of closing the door behind him as he left the room.

Lynn let out a sigh and collapsed on the bed. Holy Toledo! That man packed a punch. She was literally dizzy from the way he’d kissed her into orbit. Damn. She wondered idly if she would survive should they ever get into bed together. Maybe not, she decided, but it would be a hell of a way to go.

 

The next morning, Lynn found Rick waiting for her in the hallway when she left her room. She was pleased by his thoughtfulness as they walked down to breakfast together and sat next to each other at the big table with the rest of his family.

Aside from some pointed glances and amused expressions, particularly from Casey and her husband, nobody bothered them. Rick was solicitous without being too obvious, and there was a tension in him—and around the table—that she understood. She felt it, too. They were going to do something about those sharks today at high tide, which was in just a couple of hours.

Lynn’s morning was already planned. She’d check over her equipment before she went outside, and the very last thing she planned to do was coat her arrow tips with the potion her grandmother had sent. Those two little jars would be in her fanny pack, on her person, at all times. Fanny packs may not be fashionable, but they were definitely useful for this sort of thing, and Gram had packed one for her. The one with the padding that would keep the small glass jars safe.

“Do you need any help preparing?” Rick asked her quietly as they were getting up to bus their trays after they’d finished eating.

Lynn didn’t really need help, but she liked having Rick around. “If you’re not busy, I could use some company,” she told him.

“I don’t have anywhere to be until just before go time, so I’m all yours,” he said. 

She liked that. He was all hers. Hmm. If only.

They went up to her room, where they’d put all her gear the night before, and she spent a few minutes explaining the working of her bow to him. She drew it, without an arrow nocked, to show him how to do it.

“Any pain in the shoulder?” he asked, watching her movement critically from draw to release and then as she lowered the bow.

“No,” she said, smiling at him. “Good as new, which totally amazes me when I stop to think about the fact that I had a bullet in there just a little while ago.” She rolled the shoulder. “Maybe just a tiny stiffness near the clavicle, but it’s nothing that really bothers me.

Rick moved nearer and raised his hands. “May I?” he asked before touching her. She nodded, and he put one hand on the injured clavicle and one behind her shoulder. She felt warmth and tried to back away.

“Don’t, Rick. You may need all your strength for later,” she said, worried that he was expending energy on her behalf before the day’s action even started.

“It’s nothing,” he told her. “I don’t feel any drain. On the contrary, touching you seems to bounce back on me and give me more power, somehow.”

“It does?” She was truly surprised and a little in awe of what he was so innocently describing. She’d heard of such things in romantic tales her grandmother had told her—how perfect mates made each other stronger in every way. Could it be true?

“Try it now,” he said, lowering his hands and stepping back a bit so she could move her shoulder and arm. She did as he directed and marveled again, at his healing gift.

“That’s something else,” she said, shaking her head and rotating her shoulder. “No discomfort at all now.”

Rick smiled at her. “Good.”

He moved closer again, putting his arms loosely around her waist. She put her hands on his shoulders, moving into his embrace, which was entirely welcome. Rick rested his forehead against hers for a moment.

“I don’t like knowing you’re going into danger, regardless of our preparations,” he told her quietly.

“I know. I’d feel the same if our roles were reversed. And, really, you’re going to be out there, too. I’ll just be the visible one.” She rubbed her cheek against his. “It has to be this way. This time, I need to be the one drawing out the enemy. My grandmother and your seers all agreed on that.”

And they had. Rose and Jeeves had given their endorsement to the plan and even volunteered that they had both foreseen this course of action having the likeliest good outcome for all concerned. Jeeves had reluctantly confirmed that, if nothing was done to draw out the enemy, a much larger, more dangerous battle would happen in the not-too-distant future. This was a way to avoid losing anyone in the unit. Supposedly. If their visions held true.

“I know,” Rick said, nuzzling her neck. “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

She chuckled a bit at his words, even as tingles went down her spine from his lips on the sensitive skin of her neck. Damn. He made her feel things no man had ever brought out in her before. Not that there’d been all that many men in her life up to this point. And, after meeting Rick, she very much feared she’d never look at anybody else the way she looked at him. He was ruining her for the rest of the male population, but she didn’t really mind. Nope. Not at all. Not when Rick was running his lips up her neck and over her jaw, zeroing in on her lips.

Then, he was kissing her, and all coherent thought fled. As before, when their lips met and held, the rest of the world ceased to exist. There was only them…and the sparks that ignited between their bodies as their mouths touched and their bodies pressed against each other, straining against fabric that was the only barrier between them.

She wasn’t sure how long they stood there, wrapped in each other’s embrace. Her mind floated free while her body went up in flames and desire built. Then, a tinkling sound brought her back to awareness. Her phone. She’d set the alarm to remind her when it was time to go downstairs. Darn it all.

Rick must have heard the sound, as well. He raised his head, his lips leaving hers with obvious reluctance.

“Duty calls?” he asked, one raised eyebrow challenging her with a slight grin on his well-kissed lips.

She nodded, smiling back. “Unfortunately. I’d much rather stay here and see where this takes us, but we’ve both got work to do. How about a raincheck for later?” she asked, daring greatly. Had she really just made an appointment for a booty call? Sure seemed like it as he grinned even wider.

“I’ll look forward to it,” he replied, dipping in for a quick peck on her lips. “You’re the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted, Lynn. I want you to know I’m serious. I’m not just playing around here.”

She sucked in a breath. She felt the sincerity of his words, and they hit her somewhere deep inside. A little chorus of angels sang Hallelujah in her mind.

“That’s good, because I’m not playing, either,” she told him as the phone continued to beep its little alarm.

Rick reached back and snagged her phone off the table, handing it to her. She touched the screen in the place that would turn off the beeping. Of course, that meant she had to take her arms from around his shoulders. She felt a little bereft as space opened up between their bodies, but she knew it had to be this way, for now. They both, as she’d said before, had things to do. They had best get to it. The sooner the trap was sprung, the sooner they could get back to this.

“I guess we’d better get going.” Rick sounded as reluctant as she felt to be leaving the intimacy of the past few moments. “Can I help you carry anything?”

“Nah, I’ve got it, but thanks.”

She had already suited up for her outdoor excursion, wearing her fishing gear, which today consisted of tan yoga pants, sneakers and a dark blue windbreaker. She had already put on the bracers that would keep her sleeves out of the way and protect her forearms a bit. She checked that her shooting glove was in her pocket then picked up the fanny pack with the little jars in it and put it on. She also grabbed her quiver and bow, leaving the case behind as she headed for the door.

Rick opened it for her and waited for her to exit before following then closing the door behind them. They walked down the stairs, and she aimed for the living room, laying her bow on the table while she opened the fanny pack and took out the poison jar.

Then, she laid out the arrows she had selected for this morning’s mission. There were a selection of fish arrows that had small, sharp points and little hook-like projections that would hold onto the fish, once hit. She also had the sharp-bladed broadheads that were used for land hunting. If she got a chance to shoot at one of the shark shifters in his human form, she would be using the broadheads. Either way, she was going to prepare a selection of both with the poison. Just in case.

“I didn’t see these before,” Rick observed, pointing to the fish arrows.

“Those are specifically for fishing. The point breaks the skin, and the little projections hook into the flesh so you don’t lose the fish while you reel it in. See the little hole? That’s where I’ll attack the fishing line from the reel attached to my bow,” she explained.

“You set this up last night?” he asked.

“Yeah. It’s a bit different from the usual configuration, and I don’t get to bow fish often, so I don’t keep it rigged up all the time,” she explained as she set about her work. She very carefully dipped each arrow tip in the poison jar, making sure some of the glittering ointment stuck to each point. She then transferred the treated arrows to the main compartment in her quiver. “The fish points have yellow fletching. The broadheads are red. And this compartment is for the poisoned points. I’ll keep some plain ones for the fish in this other section of the quiver. See the ones I set aside with the white fletching?”

“You’ve thought this through,” Rick observed, sounding pleased.

“Preparation is the key to success,” she said, quoting her grandmother, who seemed to have a saying for every situation.

“I couldn’t agree more.” Hal’s voice came to them from the doorway to the large room. He walked in and looked over the gear on the table. “Looks good, Lynn. We’re ready when you are. Just let me know when you move out. Kinkaid’s group is already in place, as is half our unit. The other half will watch over you from a discreet distance as you make your way to the tidal pool. You’ll be watched at all times once you set foot outside this building, as we discussed.”

“Thank you, Captain. I’m just about done here and will be ready to go in about five minutes,” she told him. Hal nodded and walked out of the room, probably to spread the word to the men who would be watching over her.

This was getting real, and her tension ramped up another notch. She finished up with the arrows and made sure everything was sorted out to her satisfaction in her quiver. She sealed the pots of poison and antidote and put them back in the padded fanny pack. Lynn stood, zipped up her windbreaker, and put the fanny pack around her hips, settling it to one side so it would not be in the way when she drew her bow. Ready, she took a deep breath to settle her nerves.

Rick’s hand settled on her shoulder, and she looked up at him. His expression was serious but encouraging. Somehow, she felt the care in his touch.

“We’ll be with you. You’re as safe as we can make you, but if you feel the need, there’s no shame in running for cover. We’ll have your back,” he assured her.

“I know the escape routes we talked about, and I won’t hesitate to use one of them when the time comes, but don’t worry. I won’t put myself into a situation I can’t handle.” She assured him, drawing strength from his steady presence. For just a moment, she leaned into him, taking comfort from his presence, then she straightened and squared her shoulders as he moved away.

She was ready. It was time to go.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

Rick watched as Lynn grabbed her gear and walked into the hallway. The rest of the unit was stationed near the doors that were not visible from the water and would melt into the surroundings once they exited. Rick would be among them, but he would also be the last man out of the building, and therefore, the closest to Lynn as she made her way down to the tidal pool.

They’d evacuated everyone who wasn’t participating in the exercise to the other side of the island, just in case. The shifters had a big mess hall over there and were currently entertaining the ladies. The unit’s building would be locked down with security sensors armed until the end of this mission. If, somehow, any of the attacking force made it through to breach the building, the unit would know about it and be able to pinpoint the intruder’s location.

For now, though, their focus had to be on the water and the likely attack on Lynn that would come from that direction. Rick hated this plan, because it put Lynn in the line of fire, but even so, he would do all he could to make sure this mission was successful.

“Good hunting,” he told Lynn as she turned to him just before opening the final door that would let her outside. “I’ll be watching.”

“I’m counting on it,” she replied, reaching up to give him a quick kiss before she pushed open the door, leaving him.

Rick didn’t hesitate. He locked and armed the door behind her then headed out to his assigned position through another door that could not be seen from the water. He could see her, but she—and anybody looking from the water—couldn’t see him and his comrades as they used all their stealth skills to shadow her progress, paralleling her path from yards inshore where they had plenty of cover.

It was a bit of a walk to the tidal pool, but they’d timed this just right to hit the high part of the tide, so the pool would be large enough to have some fish in it. High tide also gave their enemy a bit of advantage since it ate up the portion of the beach that was exposed at low tide. But that couldn’t be helped and might also be a bit of an advantage for the good guys, since the sharks would be closer targets. Rick knew it could go either way, and Lynn was taking a big risk on their behalf. He’d see to it that her risk was worthwhile, and he knew they’d all do their best to neutralize any threat, here and now.

Finally, she reached the tidal pool and began setting up her gear. Her bow had a special rig that had fishing line installed on a reel. Each arrow she loosed at a fish would have line attached so she could reel it in if she hit one. She’d shown him the white-feathered arrows that she had not applied poison to. She tied one of those off to the fishing line and made a great show of positioning herself on the near side of the tidal pool, looking for a fish to target.

He’d seen her draw her bow fully, but she didn’t do that now. Instead, she made it appear as if pulling the string all the way back was too much for her. If he hadn’t seen her demonstration before, he’d almost believe she wasn’t quite as expert with the thing as he knew her to be. She loosed an arrow and began reeling, only to come up empty-handed.

Rick knew she’d missed on purpose, to give the impression that she wasn’t a very good shot. She did this a few more times before finally spearing something, which she reeled in with a satisfied smile. She handled the fish as if she wasn’t overly fond of doing so and put it in a plastic bag she’d brought along for that purpose.

She reset her arrow and tried again. And again. She looked lucky to have caught even one fish as she went on missing and missing again. Surely, anyone watching from the water would think they had nothing to worry about since she wasn’t a very good shot.

Although…they were shifters. If Lynn was to be believed, shifters wouldn’t flinch from arrows when even bullets were said to do little more than slow them down.

“Look alive,” came a tiny voice in his ear. He’d slipped the tactical radio earpiece on as he’d exited the building. It was how his unit kept in touch with each other in the field. It was Hal’s voice on the com, alerting them all to signs of movement from the water. “Fins up.”

Sure enough, Rick spotted the tips of dorsal fins heading toward shore. More than one. Shit.

 

Lynn felt a subtle change in the air. The pendant she wore under her jacket warmed against her skin, as if sensing evil approaching. She didn’t dare look out over the water. She knew what she’d see. Shark fins. Lots of them.

She kept pretending to fish, but she quietly switched arrows when she retrieved the white one, changing it out for one of the coated broadheads. She wasn’t going to get a shot at the sharks while they were still in the water. Not with the way the tide was right now, and the shape of the beach. She had to use her hunting arrows for land-based game. Which meant she’d have to wait until they came closer. Right up onto the beach.

She’d never shot a person before, but she knew these beings weren’t here to play nice. They wanted to abduct Rick and his friends and force them to do someone else’s bidding. They’d probably be trying to kill her on the way to their goal, but she wasn’t going to let that happen. No way. No how.

She kept her back to the sand dunes, behind which she knew Rick and his friends were hidden. There were others hidden all around, some in their animal forms. She’d spotted a lion blending in beautifully with the sand not too far away and had to keep herself from jumping when she realized what she was seeing. The lion had winked at her, and she somehow knew that sandy-furred ruffian was the too-handsome-for-his-own-good Navy lieutenant, Liam Kinkaid. She almost laughed at his audacity but schooled her expression. She wasn’t going to blow this operation when everything was set up so perfectly. She wasn’t going to be the loose link in the chain.

Head down, supposedly aiming for fish in the tidal pool, Lynn almost felt the approach of the sharks. She was certain now—if any doubt had remained—that they were shifters and that they were up to no good. The pendant her grandmother had sent along was vibrating against her skin, and she knew it was signaling danger. Through it, somehow, she felt the moment the first man emerged from the surf.

The sea wasn’t calm today, and the skies were overcast. There was a storm out at sea somewhere, and its effects were being felt along the shoreline. The roiling waves perfectly fit her mood and the knots in her stomach as the moment to act approached.

She felt three sets of eyes on her from the direction of the water. Then another. And another. Five men, altogether.

She looked up then, wondering what they’d look like. To her surprise, they were wearing shorts and had armed themselves with wicked-looking blades. Diving knives. And the two in the back had harpoon guns. As Liam had mentioned in their planning meeting, the sharks must have hidden caches of these items just under the waves, ready for their use when they deemed it necessary to come ashore.

The harpoon guns changed the equation a bit. She had been going to shoot the closest one first, but he was armed only with a knife. In a split second, she made her decision. Taking aim at the man farthest from her, who held his harpoon gun at the ready, she let her first arrow fly. She didn’t wait to see it hit home before she grabbed another of the red-tipped arrows and took out the second harpoon-laden fighter.

That one screamed as he went down, clutching his shoulder as if it were on fire. It probably felt that way to him, she realized, cringing a little at what she’d done. She had just shot two men and was already nocking a third arrow when the sand beside her erupted into a storm under furry feet. The lion was running in from the side, crashing into the man nearest coming up on her left, taking him down to the sand for a tussle between sharp claws and teeth, and the enemy’s wickedly sharp diving knife.

The closest man, on her right, was almost upon her when Rick ran past in a blur of motion. He closed with the knife-wielding man, reaching out to touch him, which seemed incredibly foolhardy until Lynn realized what he was trying to do. Other men from Rick’s unit went after the fifth man, surrounding him and the one Rick was attempting to touch with his power.

Hal came over and grabbed Rick’s opponent from behind, his massive strength stopping even the shark shifter’s superhuman momentum. Rick reached out and touched the guy, sending him into a state of unconsciousness. He’d used his healing energy to basically anesthetize the man.

Lynn would never have thought of that. It was ingenious but required close contact, which was a drawback. Already her mind was spinning as to how to measure the effect of that particular skill for her research.

She shook herself and pushed those thoughts aside. The five men were all down on the sand, with the people on her side standing watch over them. She went to Rick first. Or, perhaps, it was more accurate to say that he came to her. However it was, they met in the middle for a quick hug of reassurance.

He felt so solid and real. So safe and caring. It hit her, once again, how deeply she had come to care for this man in such an amazingly short amount of time. If he’d been a shifter, she would almost understand the instant attraction, but he was—or, at least, had been until recently—totally human. Maybe, it was the new magic that was affecting them. Maybe, there was something in the djinn’s magic whammy that also allowed the men of the unit to recognize their perfect mates when they met them, and have the women feel the same.

Quite a few of the men had paired off recently, that was for sure. While Hal and Casey had known each other a long time, the other three couples didn’t have that advantage. They had all met for the first time and then quickly fallen for each other. That much, she’d already elicited from the files she’d read on each of the men in the unit. So, maybe, there was something to this instant attraction. So far, it seemed like it was very strong in the couples she’d observed.

Maybe, it would be the same for her and Rick. She wasn’t sure how it would all turn out, but for now, being in his arms felt like the only reality she could accept. She would have been hurt deeply had he been injured, and she knew from his words and his many admonitions for her to be careful, that he was feeling something similar.

“You okay?” he asked in a rough whisper as he leaned down to speak near her ear, not letting her go, just yet.

“Fine,” she told him. “How about you? Did he manage to hurt you in the fight?” She wanted to check him over from head to toe, but he just chuckled.

“That wasn’t a fight. More of a tussle,” he decided, drawing back and grinning down at her. “I’m fine.” He stepped back, and she became aware of the people moving about them. The uninjured prisoners were already being moved, but the two she had hit were still down on the sand, with a small crowd around each of them. There was still plenty of work to do, but for now, they’d won the current battle with no loss on their side.

“Guess I ought to check on the ones I hit and see about administering the antidote,” she said, reluctantly moving away. Rick didn’t leave her side but went with her to check on the two men she’d hit with her poisoned arrows.

By the time they’d dealt with the two poison victims, there were a lot more people on the beach, waiting to take them into custody. The shifters under Liam’s command were taking charge of the prisoners, but Lynn noted that Hal went along with them to witness and, perhaps, participate in the interrogations. He left instructions with the men of his unit to secure the perimeter, whatever that entailed, and to lay low for now, awaiting further orders.

Rick stayed by her side throughout. It was as if, now that the danger was over, he didn’t want to be parted from her. She felt something like that, as well. He was her lifeline. Her link to reality, even though reality was a little more dangerous than usual, right now.

They had worked together to apply the antidote to the two she’d poisoned, under the watchful eyes of shifter guards who made sure the prisoners couldn’t harm anybody. Then, they’d been called over to look at the slashing wounds made by Liam’s lion claws. He’d raked one of the shark shifters rather badly, but as Lynn looked at them, the wounds were already beginning to seal themselves. She’d heard talk about shifter healing, but she’d never witnessed it this up-close-and-personal before. Rick seemed just as impressed.

Lynn was just as happy to head back to the building. The adrenaline rush had left her tired and drained. She’d shot two people, with poison, no less. She’d caused those two men a great deal of pain, and that didn’t sit well with her, even though she knew they’d probably intended to kill or capture her and her new friends.

Rick took her hand in his as they walked back to the building with a few of the others. She liked the way her hand felt in his. Warm. Cared for. Beloved. And she was mindful that he didn’t appear to care who saw the little token of affection. Were they going to go public with their relationship—such as it was? It certainly felt that way, and that made her feel all warm and fuzzy inside.

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Rick was incredibly relieved to be walking back to the building, the threat to Lynn’s safety over, for now. He was just as happy to have been able to handoff the interrogation of the prisoners to the Navy shifters. If anyone would know how to get information out of those shark-men, it would be Kinkaid and his people.

“So, Hal went to witness the interrogations?” Lynn asked quietly, at his side, as they walked.

“Yeah, he said something about Commander Kinkaid answering to a higher authority and something called shifter law. I don’t honestly know much about it, but I know interrogating people who can turn into sharks at will is a little bit out of our skill set.”

Lynn chuckled, nodding. “Shifters have their own sets of laws. They even have their own leaders and monarchs, in some cases. There’s a nobility, of sorts, that runs things. I’ve heard them called the Lords, and I think the title passes around to the different kinds of shifters every generation, or so. Gram once said the current Lords were werewolves. I imagine shark shifters, even though they’re water-based, would still be subject to the Lords’ rulings and shifter law. I doubt anything the civilian or military legal systems could do would have much effect on those men. It’s probably best to let the shifter system decide their fate.”

“That’s pretty much what Hal said,” Rick agreed as they neared the building. “But he wanted to hear for himself what they said, if anything.”

Lynn nodded. “Smart. And he can probably pick up more information about your neighbors and shifter culture, just by observing how they handle their own who have turned to the dark side.”

“I’m just glad we all made it through this mission in one piece,” Rik told her honestly.

He knew now, without a shadow of a doubt, that he was in love with her. He wasn’t trying to fight the feelings that nearly overwhelmed him. Protective. Adoring. Admiring. And so much more. She was one hell of a woman, and he found every new facet of her personality that he discovered completely fascinating.

Rick had never felt this way before, about any woman. Lynn was utterly new and unique in his experience. He wanted more from this relationship than any other he had ever engaged in. He wanted everything. Love, commitment…forever. He just had to figure out how to communicate those thoughts to her without sounding like an idiot.

It was way too soon to be talking about forever. He knew that, but somehow, it just didn’t matter. He recognized his destiny. Finally. And she was it.

But questions plagued him. Did she—could she—feel the same? It seemed impossible, after so short a time. Was this all one-sided? Oh, he could feel she was attracted to him, but was it a lasting sort of attraction on her part or just a passing fancy? Doubt filled him. He had to tread carefully and watch for signs that she was feeling the same deep-rooted emotion that he felt. He’d be a fool to jump the gun and talk about love too soon. The last thing he wanted to do was scare her off.

When they entered the building, Rick signaled to the other guys. He was going to look after Lynn. They would make sure the building was buttoned up and secure until further word was received from Hal.

“Do you want to get a cup of coffee or maybe, something stronger? Are you hungry?” he asked solicitously.

It was late afternoon, and they’d all skipped lunch. It wasn’t wise to go into action on a full stomach, so they’d eaten light, and the dining room was sure to have something ready, even if it was just sandwiches. Sometimes, it helped to eat something to come down off the adrenaline high.

“I’ve got snacks in my room. I just want to go up there and sit down in the quiet for a little while,” she told him.

“Want some company?” he asked as he turned them toward the staircase.

She looked up at him and smiled. “Sure. That would be nice.”

 

Lynn wondered if she was dreaming as they mounted the stairs together. Had she really just invited Rick up to her room for a few minutes of quiet together?

Yes. Yes, she had. Wow.

Questions raced through her mind. Would they do more than just sit together? Would she be able to resist jumping his bones and dragging him down to the bed? She thought about that for a split second, and the images in her mind made her temperature rise and heat flood her cheeks.

Yeah, she probably wasn’t going to be able to resist. She might as well just give in now, and admit that she wanted to do more than just sit with him in the quiet of her room. She wanted to do a lot more.

She wanted skin on skin, full body contact. She wanted his strong arms around her, anchoring her to the here and now. Reminding her that they’d made it through the danger and were still here, still whole, and able to share in the magnetic attraction between them.

She’d been waiting too long already, though she knew only a couple of days had passed since she’d first laid eyes on Rick. But even those few hours were too long. Much too long. Her soul had recognized him from the first, and she knew, deep in her heart, that they were meant to be together.

It was as simple, and as startling, as that. Never before in her life had she reacted this strongly and this fast to a man, and she somehow knew she never would again. This was only for him. Rick was the One. Her present. Her future. Her destiny.

She opened the door to her room and walked in, very aware of him following behind. She heard the door click shut, and she turned, waiting as he walked closer. She wasn’t sure who moved first, but they met in the middle, and she put her arms around him, resting her head against his chest and drawing comfort from his warmth.

She felt him stroking her hair with one hand as the other wrapped around her waist. He felt so good. So strong.

“You scared the hell out of me when you aimed your little arrows at those harpoon-wielding thugs,” Rick whispered as he held her. “But I was so proud of you. Even as I ran onto the beach, I saw you take them down in quick succession, and I nearly burst with admiration. You were so cool under fire. I didn’t expect that, though after the boat incident, I guess I should have. You’re hell on wheels, Doctor. And I don’t say that to just anyone.”

She smiled and lifted her head. “I kept reminding myself that you and all those men were waiting in the wings to come to my rescue. I don’t think I would have been able to just stand there and shoot those shark shifters so easily if I didn’t know you were backing me up. To be honest, my knees were trembling the whole time.”

He grinned down at her. “I couldn’t tell, but don’t worry. So were mine.” He shook his head just once. “I can’t believe how different this morning’s action was from anything I’ve done before. We never put civilians in front of us if we can help it, and we’ve never dealt with shapeshifters before, to our knowledge. It was weird all the way around.”

“I’m just glad it’s over, and we prevailed,” she told him, reaching up to kiss him.

She didn’t really want to talk about it. She didn’t want to talk about anything at all. No, right now, she just wanted to kiss him…and more…

Lynn could have jumped for joy when he responded in kind, his kisses as ardent as she could have wished. They were definitely on the same page when it came to what they wanted to happen next, and she definitely didn’t want to wait one second longer to discover what the passion they could create together. She pushed at his clothing, and he took the hint, shrugging out of his shirt, all the while, helping her loosen and remove her own clothing.

It didn’t take long at all until she had what she’d wanted…skin on skin. His warm, slightly rough skin against her softer body. His hard muscles against her hands, her arms, her breasts. It was just what the doctor had ordered, and she reveled in the feel of him against her.

When he moved her suddenly, pushing her up against the wall next to the door, she almost whooped with both surprise and joy. She liked the unexpected move and the intensity of his need for her. She felt the same. She wanted him inside her as soon as possible. She didn’t want to wait. Not this time. There would be time for a slow build up later. For now, she wanted to revel in his body, taking him into her own with eager anticipation.

Truth be told, she’d been wanting this since the moment the danger was over. Maybe, it was some kind of primitive response to the threat they’d faced, but she wanted to reaffirm her life—and his. She wanted to feel the pleasure he could bring her and give it to him in return. She wanted to share more than just the danger of the morning with him. She wanted to feel the ultimate thrill that closeness between two people could bring. And she wanted it now.

“Don’t make me wait, Rick,” she breathed against his ear, straining upward to nibble on his earlobe. “Come into me now.”

He stilled, his muscles tight like a coiled spring. “Are you sure? This isn’t too fast?”

She shook her head slightly. “I need it fast this time. Finesse later.” She could barely get the words out, her senses climbing quickly as she sensed the nearness of what she wanted. All he had to do was move a little bit and join that hard rod she felt against her leg to her body. All he had to do…

…was what he was doing. Thanks be to the Mother of All.

He came into her, giving her what she wanted by slow increments that just about killed her.

She took it all in, the feel of him, the power. He filled her and completed her in a way she hadn’t expected. She’d never felt this closeness with any man before…and they haven’t even really started yet.

“Okay?” Rick whispered near her ear as he pinned her against the wall.

She nodded against his neck. “More than okay,” she moaned back.

What followed after that brief interaction was something Lynn would never forget. Rick pushed into her, trapping her between the cool wall at her back and his hard, hot body in front. She was surrounded, supported and completely subjugated to his whims in the most delicious way possible. She reveled in the feel of every thrust, the way he drove her passion higher and higher until at last she burst into a thousand happy pieces of pixie dust floating on a cloud of sublime sensation.

She felt movement and realized Rick had lifted her away from the wall and was walking, still hard inside her, holding her close against his body. It was only a few steps to the bed, but that was enough to reignite the fire of desire in her body. Rick was so strong. And so hard.

Lynn strained against him as he hovered over her in the bed, sliding into her, again and again, hitting home in this new position in a way that made her want to screech in pleasure. She bit back her cries, not wanting to let everybody in the building know what they were getting up to in her room. Rick was hot and hard and just about perfect as he brought her to another peak.

Surely, this time, she wouldn’t be able to keep up with him, but he coaxed her, and away she went…again. Riding the roller coaster of desire that he seemed to control. When she reached the highest peak yet, he finally fell over it with her, groaning loudly as he came, shuddering in pleasure as they rolled down the hill together. Blissfully aware only of themselves for this beautiful moment out of time.

Totally wrung out, they cuddled together on her bed, falling into a sated doze after the tumultuous events of the morning and early afternoon. It wasn’t until dinnertime that they woke.

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Rick’s phone beeped from somewhere on the floor. It was still in his pocket, in the clothing he’d dropped unceremoniously a few hours before. A second or two later, Lynn’s phone beeped on the bedside table. She reached out one arm and snagged it without moving her head off the pillow then brought it closer to her face.

Every move she made was just adorable. Even the way she squinted groggily at the screen endeared her more to him. She read something then sat up.

“I guess our siesta is over,” she said, yawning and looking glum enough about it to make him feel a sense of satisfaction. “Hal just texted me. I think it’s a group text, actually. He says he’ll be back after dinner and will hold a briefing then. We’re all expected to attend.”

Rick sat up, as well, leaning in to kiss her just one more time. When he drew away—which wasn’t an easy thing to do—he sighed.

“Duty calls. Let’s get downstairs before they finish serving dinner. We’ll have just enough time to eat before the briefing.” He rolled out of the narrow bed and began fishing around on the floor for his clothes.

He didn’t don all the gear. Just his shorts and pants. That would be enough to get him through the hallway to his own room where he could change out his mission gear for a less lethal uniform. Gripping his boots in one hand, he walked barefoot toward the door.

“Stop by my room and get me when you’re ready. We’ll go downstairs together. Okay?”

He realized as the words came out of his mouth that this might count as a bit of a turning point. The more the unit saw them together, the more it would become clear to everyone that she and he were a couple. Did she want that? Was it too soon? He almost held his breath, waiting to hear what she would say.

 

Oh, Lynn liked that idea. She liked it very much. Appearing as a couple after the intimacy they had just shared felt like a big step in declaring their new status to Rick’s friends—the people he thought of as his family. She couldn’t help herself. She felt the smile stretching her lips as she walked up to him.

Without words, she reached up and kissed him. He was such a special man, and her heart was his already. When she drew back from the kiss, she was still smiling.

“I like that. We’ll go downstairs together.”

He grinned back at her. She felt his reluctant departure from her room like he was something being peeled away from her skin. It was as if they were joined, somehow, and any distance between them was both annoying and borderline painful.

Lynn threw off that thought and quickly grabbed her robe and a change of clothes, heading for the ladies’ showers. She needed to clean up after the exertions of the day before she’d be ready to appear in public.

After a quick shower, she felt ready to face the world again. The intensely pleasurable interlude with Rick had brought her back to equilibrium after the unaccustomed adrenaline rush of the earlier part of the day. She’d never shot anyone before with her bow, and although she’d done what she’d had to do and didn’t have any qualms about it at the time, the aftermath of realizing what she’d done and how much danger she’d been in almost got to her.

Rick had known, though. He’d understood and held her through the shakes. More, he’d made her forget all about the danger she’d faced by giving her something so much better to focus on.

She was so deep in love with the man, it wasn’t even funny. And she didn’t think it was just some sort of hero worship because he’d healed her. Not anymore. Even though their time together had been short, the number of crises they’d faced had expanded their exposure to each other’s deepest thoughts, somehow, creating a closer intimacy than she’d shared with just about anyone.

She knew him. Deep down, where it counted. She knew the heart of him and the backbone of courage and commitment to a higher purpose that drove him. Certainly, there were many things she didn’t yet know about him. Most of his history was still a mystery, but those were details she looked forward to learning as they spent more time with each other. Nothing would shake her sense of him, now. Not when they’d been through so much in such a short amount of time. That kind of thing forged a strong bond. One that she hoped would last a lifetime.

They hadn’t spoken of feelings. Not yet. Things had been too intense earlier, and all she’d wanted to do was feel. His warmth. His desire. His passion. She had clung to those things like a lifeline when her emotions were all at sea after the upsetting action of the morning. He’d given her his strength, his calm, and the incredible pleasure she’d only ever felt with him.

Lynn left the bathroom, leaving her dirty laundry behind in the hamper designated for that purpose, and her shower gear in its caddy in the little cubbyhole with her name on it. She didn’t have to look far to find Rick. He was leaning up against the wall, checking something on his phone just a few yards away.

He looked up and met her gaze, a slow smile coming over his handsome face. Lynn’s breath caught in her throat. There was an intimacy in the expression on his face that took her breath away. She felt warmed by his regard. A little flame flickered to life inside her, now that she knew just how much pleasure she could find in his arms.

Then, her stomach growled, and she had to laugh. They had completely missed lunch and had been too busy with other things to worry about snacks. She hadn’t minded one bit. Not at the time. Now, of course, her insides were telling her it was time to refill. She had that hollow feeling that meant she had gone almost too long without a proper meal.

Rick straightened from his leaning position and waited for her to reach him. He held out one hand, which she took as he tugged her in close for a quick kiss.

A noise farther down the hallway broke them apart some minutes later. Rick looked up and nodded to one of his comrades. Lynn didn’t see who it was but knew their new status was well and truly not a secret anymore. If it ever had been. They hadn’t been going to any great lengths to hide their budding relationship, and it had all happened so very fast.

“We’d better get down to dinner before the barbarians eat it all,” Rick quipped as she moved away, and they turned to walk down the hall together.

She noticed he kept hold of her hand. She hadn’t taken this much pleasure in simply holding hands with a man since she was much younger. Somehow, though, everything was shiny and new with Rick. He made her feel like a teenager with her first crush, again.

They entered the dining room, and the atmosphere was almost celebratory. The women were back from their little visit to the other side of the island, none the worse for wear. The couples and most of the others were sitting at the big table in the center of the room, and Rick and Lynn joined them.

There was a difference in the way the room was set up tonight. The usual buffet was still there, but the main course was missing, and nobody had gotten their food yet. The little troop of kitchen staff were going back and forth, still setting things up, and Lynn noticed that some of the single men among the unit members were helping, chatting with the Navy personnel in a friendly way as they worked together.

When the bustle at the buffet table settled down, the servers stood with the unit members who had been helping along either side of the table along the wall. Hal stood, and all eyes went to the unit’s commander.

“I’d like to thank everybody for their work today,” he began. “We’ll talk more about the results later, but for now, I think we all deserve our little moment of celebration.” He smiled at his people. “We’re having a little feast tonight, and in honor of our newest team member, Lynn, the main course is fish.”

Everybody chuckled as Hal gave the nod to the kitchen. The door swung open, and an older man with huge muscles brought out a giant platter with all kinds of cooked fish arranged artfully on it. Some was baked. Some was battered and fried. It all looked absolutely delicious, and Lynn was touched and amused at the gesture.

The man, who had to be the chef, lay the platter down in the center of the buffet where a space had been reserved for it and stepped back to observe his handiwork. Nodding at the table, he turned and smiled directly at Lynn.

“Young Liam sends his apologies about the fish you caught. His inner cat was craving a bit of sushi, and he couldn’t resist. But he sent all this along as a replacement,” the man told her, winking as he grinned.

Everybody laughed once the shifters along the wall started, and a new sort of camaraderie filled the room. She realized then, that something had changed. The dynamic between the Navy shifters in the Army superheroes was definitely shifting. The two groups, which had started out the day quite separate, had begun to form new bonds by working together to defeat a common enemy. She saw it most in the way the kitchen staff seemed to be much freer in their interactions with the men from the unit. They hadn’t been that open before.

And, if she wasn’t wrong, she thought she saw a few budding romances between the shifter women and some of the unit’s men. Okay. Maybe, they weren’t exactly true matings, but there was definitely a great deal of flirtation and innuendo that could mean a lot of pleasure for both parties, while it lasted.

In fact, the kitchen crew were eating alongside the rest of the unit. Not at separate tables, as it had been before, but sitting together, intermixed. Lynn thought that was definitely a good step forward in cooperation between the two groups. She watched, amused, as the chef sat down with an older man Lynn had not met before. He wasn’t part of the Army unit, and while his clothing was military in cut and style, it didn’t have any patches or rank insignia on it.

“That’s Wil’s dad,” Rick said, leaning in to speak in a low tone. He was nodding toward the older man. He must’ve seen the direction of her gaze.

“He’s the one who was so sick?” Lynn looked even more closely at the older man. He looked hale and hearty. She found it hard to believe that he had been at death’s door only a few weeks before.

Rick nodded. “He was teetering on the edge of this existence when I first met him,” he confirmed.

“You’d never know it to look at him now,” she marveled. “Do you think he’d be willing to talk to me about your interaction? For my research,” she clarified, looking back at Rick.

“I’ll ask him, but I doubt he’d refuse. Wil’s old man is officially retired, but he’ll always be a Green Beret at heart. I think he’d do just about anything for the good of the service. Cooperating with your research is well within those parameters.” Rick stood and politely helped Lynn to rise. They walked over to the buffet, to get in line with the others who were making their way down the table, stacking food onto their plates.

They chatted with the others in line, commenting on how lovely everything looked. Lynn made a special point to go over and thank the chef. Rick stayed by her side and made the introductions.

The chef, she learned, was actually Master Chief Santini, and he was a friend of Wil’s dad from way back. Wil’s dad, she also learned, was referred to as Lieutenant Colonel Owens, regardless of the fact that his uniform had no insignia on it. Santini’s didn’t either, Lynn realized, and she thought she understood the dynamic.

Santini had to be a shifter and had probably been on active duty at the same time as Colonel Owens, back when Rick was just a kid. Maybe even before the majority of the people in the room had been born. The way the two men interacted was clearly a relationship between contemporaries. Lynn could see that from the way they were so easy in each other’s company, and the fact that Colonel Owens chose to sit with the Master Chief, rather than the younger people.

Lynn and Rick paused only a few minutes to speak with the two, but she learned a great deal and also managed to get in her request to Colonel Owens for a later meeting to discuss his experiences for her research. He agreed readily, for which she was grateful.

There was genuine warmth in the older man’s eyes when he talked to Rick. It was clear there was a bond of friendship and respect between the two of them. Saving someone’s life the way Rick had done for Colonel Owens probably forged a deep connection.

She found herself wanting to know more about the colonel, and why all the men of the unit seemed to speak in hushed tones of deepest respect whenever his name was mentioned. The older man had to be something special. After all, the shifters seemed to be treating him the same way. It was unusual, to say the least, for a fully human man to have garnered so much admiration from magical folk.

Rick and Lynn returned the table and joined in the conversation. The women were talking about the friends they’d made on the other side of the island and how some of the women were planning to get together for a movie night every couple of weeks. Lynn was surprised by how easily the shifter women had come to accept the mostly non-magical mates of the unit members, though, of course, Rosie’s gift of foresight was something shifters understood and respected.

Still, most of the other women around the table had no prior experience or knowledge of magic or shifters, yet they’d been accepted, and new friendships were taking shape. The phenomenon intrigued Lynn, though it had little to do with the reason she’d been recruited. Still, it was in her nature to observe the dynamics of everything around her, and as long as she didn’t share her insights with anybody who didn’t already know about the magical world, it did no harm to observe and make connections in her own mind.

The food was superb, and the company was jovial. It was one of the nicest meals Lynn could ever remember sharing with a group. When the conversation turned to the action that afternoon on the beach, she realized that the other women hadn’t been let in on the details of the operation. Even Hannah, who was a sergeant in the Army, didn’t know what had transpired on the beach. Her assignment had apparently been to watch over the rest of the women while they were in Navy territory, on the other side of the island.

As the meal wound down and people began to sip coffee and nibble on dessert, the mood of the room changed. Especially when Liam Kincaid walked in and casually picked up a cup of coffee for himself from the buffet.

“Do we have to leave?” Casey asked her husband quietly, though the slight lull in conversation at the table meant that just about everybody heard. Hal shook his head.

“No, I think you all need to know what happened today,” Hal replied. “Everybody’s welcome to stay for the meeting.”

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Lynn was surprised but pleased that he’d taken that view. If these civilians were going to be living here, so close to danger, they deserve to be aware of what might be out there, gunning for them.

Liam brought his coffee and a small plate heaped with tidbits to the table, taking a seat that had been left empty, next to Hal. He said hello and seemed to be waiting patiently while enjoying both the company and the food. He didn’t look tired, exactly. To Lynn’s eyes, he looked more weary than anything else, though shifters were notorious for having near-boundless energy.

Hal and Liam spoke quietly, and then, a few minutes later, Hal stood and addressed the group.

“I’d like to thank our chef, Master Chief Santini, for a spectacular meal, and all the staff that assisted him in making our little celebration possible,” Hal began. “As you know, since coming back to the States, we’ve had a mixed bag of danger and joy. We’ve welcomed new people into our little family. The ladies who’ve been willing to put up with the ongoing challenges of living here and being involved in our lives have made definite, positive changes, and I hope that will continue. But the danger also continues.” He looked down then up again, meeting the gazes of everyone in the room. “We were so far out of our depth at the beginning of this journey we didn’t even realize how much we didn’t know. We’re still learning every day. The addition of Dr. Tucker to our team has brought a new source of knowledge, for which we are very grateful.” He nodded at Lynn, and she smiled back.

“The thing is,” Hal went on, “there are all sorts of dangers out there that we still don’t know much about. Today, we learned about the existence of water-based shifters. In particular, Dr. Tucker was targeted by a small group of shark shifters. Five men emerged from the water to attack her, but due to careful planning, we were ready for them.” Hal met Lynn’s gaze. “I’d like to publicly thank Lynn for agreeing to act as bait in our trap. Not only that, but she was also an active shooter—albeit with a bow and arrow—and took down two of the five invaders.”

The women at the table all looked at her with varying degrees of surprise and fascination. Many looked impressed, making Lynn feel both a bit uncomfortable and pleased to have earned a bit of their respect.

“All five have been captured and detained,” Hal continued. “Because they are shifters, I agreed with Commander Kincaid that they be remanded to his custody. We don’t yet have the expertise to deal with that kind of prisoner, but our Navy colleagues do. I was able to sit in and witness interrogations this afternoon, and while the prisoners are being understandably uncooperative, we have learned a few things. First of all, these five men are mercenaries, working for a foreign power. We already know we have enemies from the time we spent in the desert. These guys are, in all probability, working for them.” Hal let that sink in then continued, “I’ve asked Lieutenant Kincaid to drop in and give us whatever information he can about the water-based shifters, and what steps we’ll all need to take to stay as safe as possible.” Hal turned to his side and gestured for Liam to stand and address the group.

Liam polished off his coffee and took over from Hal. “Given your change in circumstances,” Liam began, “and the addition to your team of an expert in the wider field of magical interactions,” Liam nodded at Lynn, “I’ve been authorized by my father, the Alpha for every shifter assigned to this island and, in fact, every shifter in Special Forces throughout the military, to share information freely. This, you have to understand, is not something we do lightly. For centuries, all the magical races have kept to themselves, for the most part. But there is a much bigger threat that has been emerging over the past few years, and we’ve been instructed by the Lords of our region and actually, the Lords in all the regions, to begin to forge alliances with Others who fight on the side of Light. You all may not have been born magical—with the notable exception of our friend, Rose, who has a gift of foresight that shifters sometimes share and understand—but because of what happened to you in the desert, you’ve joined a much bigger world.” He paused a moment to let that sink in. “Because of what happened to you in the desert,” he echoed his own words, “and every battle you have ever fought, we know where you stand. Firmly on the side of Light. Because of that, we are allies. And, because we are allies, we can no longer have secrecy between us.”

Liam shifted his weight from one foot to the other, somewhat uncomfortable with his own words, but forging ahead, nonetheless. Lynn realized a few things in that moment. Her grandmother had always told her how secretive the shifter community was. For good reason, Gram had said. By Liam’s words, the veil of secrecy was about to come down in a big way. This was more momentous than the men of the unit probably realized.

“Dr. Tucker may have told you something about the ongoing war between good and evil,” Liam continued. “Dark and Light. Yin and Yang. Eternal opposites struggling for control, with those of us living here in this realm caught in the crossfire. We’ve had to choose sides. My Pride and my Clan have always fought on the side of Light, but not all shifters are good guys. Shark shifters, in particular, have traditionally been found fighting for the other side. The guys we caught today are definitely mercenaries. Whether their true allegiance lies with whoever pays them or they have some deeper allegiance to the forces of darkness, we still do not know. We aim to find out. And, if we can’t get the answers we want here on the island, we have places and people we can send them to who may have a better chance at eliciting the information we need.”

Lynn suspected the Lords and their priestess friends were the resources Liam mentioned. All in all, Lynn felt relieved to know that the sharks would be handled by their own kind. Shifters knew best how to deal with their people, and the ones on this side of the eternal battle weren’t cruel. Gram had told her that many times. The sharks wouldn’t suffer unnecessarily as prisoners. Even though they had wanted to kill or capture her, Lynn didn’t want to see them—or anyone, for that matter—suffer.

“What we know so far is that the team we captured are mercs. We also have contacts among more reputable mercenary groups, and we’re checking with them to see if they have any more intel on these sharks. Anything we learn, we’ll be sharing with you. I’m your official liaison, but we know some of our people have already begun to form friendships, and we encourage that. Colonel Owens and Master Chief Santini have worked together before and have agreed to act as senior advisors to both of our groups. If questions arise, you can always bring them to me, or, if you want to be less formal about it, you can check with the newly-minted senior advisors.” Liam chuckled a bit as he nodded toward the two older men, who waved back in acknowledgment.

“What it boils down to,” Liam continued, his tone growing serious once more, “is that it’s become clear that the forces of darkness want to somehow turn you all to their side. Whether that means using the people you love against you in some sort of blackmail maneuver or some kind of magical means of controlling you so that you use your new gifts on their behalf, we’re not exactly sure. Whatever the case, it cannot be allowed to happen.” Liam’s voice was adamant. “To that end, the Alpha is extending his protection to your unit and your families. We’re going to do our best to integrate your unit into the larger group here on the island, in small ways, at first. Friendships, shared duties, working together. These things will begin to help us understand each other. Ultimately, Captain Haliwell and Commander Kincaid have been working out a strategy whereby we can all work together to go out and do things, in the real world. Using all our abilities for the cause of Light.”

Hal stood in the silence that followed Liam’s bold pronouncement. “It’s a possible path forward,” Hal told them all. “A way we can still contribute and not be prisoners on this island all the time. And it’s still in the planning stages. As events unfold, and missions pop up that could benefit from some of our new abilities, we might find ourselves working with the extra-Special Forces folks who’ve been training on this island under commander Kincaid’s oversight.”

“Sir,” Carter asked when Hal opened the floor up to questions, “would we be working together as a unit, or sending men out singly, or in small groups?”

“The most likely scenario is that our people will go out in small numbers, within a larger force consisting of shifter soldiers. We would be support staff, and the men chosen for each mission will depend upon mission parameters in which of you would be most effective in the expected environment,” Hal replied. Lynn saw the men of the unit nodding, most wearing pleased expressions on their faces, some looking downright eager to get out into the real world again.

“We’ll discuss this more, as time goes on,” Hal told them. “For now, I just wanted you to know that were working on ways to end our confinement—at least, every once in a while. We still have to be vigilant. The shark attack proved that were not entirely safe, even here. We all have to be on our guard, but we’re not going to let that stop us from using the gifts we been given.”

The men cheered at that idea, and the mood in the room was even lighter than before. Liam spoke again.

“There’s an opportunity here,” he said, regaining the attention of the room. “We shifters serve the Mother of All, and we believe She would not have allowed your unit to be given such incredible gifts, if She had not intended for you to use them. My father is fond of the saying that everything happens for a reason. Your foreseers might be able to tell you more about that, but suffice to say, we’ve all been gearing up for a big explosion that could happen anytime. The signs have been coming for years that the ongoing battle is heating up again. Followers of an immortal sorceress called the Destroyer are trying to bring her back from her banishment. The last time she was here, in this realm, was the period known to history as the Dark Ages. We don’t want that to happen again, so we’re doing all we can to thwart their attempts to gather power. If we fail and she, returns—and I have to warn you that some say she is already here, just regaining her strength after the strenuous passage—then we’re going to need all of your abilities, all of your power, to fight her and her followers. This is more than just our country. This is a battle for the fate of our world and all who live in it.” Liam paused while that sank in. “I’ll be around if any of you have questions. Just know that we’re all glad you’re here, and we’re especially glad—after learning what you guys can do—that you’re on our side.”

That made a few of the men smile as Liam finished. Hal nodded and opened the floor to questions. The men had many questions, mostly having to do with the kind of action they might be seeing and what kinds of groups they’d be working with. Liam described the way shifters were often deployed and how they might adjust if several members of this group were included. Hal outlined joint training they were developing and asked Colonel Owens and Master Chief Santini to speak on that, since they were the ones devising the training scenarios.

Lynn was asked a few questions on the magical aspects, but mostly, this was a chance for the formerly non-magical humans to ask about their shifter neighbors. Lynn had never seen such a thing and was sure that this kind of openness didn’t happen every day. In fact, it was becoming clear to her that this sort of cooperation was something entirely new to the shifters. Lynn was impressed.

After a period of questions, Hal closed out the formal part of the meeting. “That’s all, for now. We’re going to be posting a new training schedule tomorrow that will have a lot more interaction between our unit and Liam’s people. We’re going to learn how to work with each other and how best to utilize our unique abilities in conjunction with their talents. You’re also going to notice that we interact more on a social level than before. This alliance is real, people. We’re all fighting on the same side, and we’re going to work that way from here on out. The shark encounter brought home the need for us all to work together and learn how to rely on our unique abilities. That starts now, with getting to know each other. I have high hopes for the future of our unit and our role in the coming conflict. We have a plan now. Let’s do our best to execute it.”

With a masculine cheer of “ooh-rah”, the men indicated how much they liked what their captain was saying. The group broke up after that. Some continued to linger over coffee, breaking into small groups to sit and chat. A number of people headed toward the living room and a ball game that was starting on television. Lynn notice that Liam and a number of the kitchen shifters went along with that group, opting to stay in the building and begin to forge those friendships and alliances Hal and Liam had talked about.

Things were definitely looking up. The group was energized. They had a mission and a clear path ahead. Lynn was glad for them. She’d sensed a lack of direction in her short time among them and a dissatisfaction with being kept essentially prisoner here on the island. Tonight, that had all changed. She was happy for them and sensed the change in the group dynamic right away.

“Do you want to watch the game?” Rick asked her as they got up from the table and cleared away their dishes.

“Do you?” she countered.

She didn’t really feel like watching a long ball game, but she would if that’s what Rick wanted. She knew he was part of this unit and had been for a very long time. She wouldn’t begrudge him his friendships with his comrades, even if she really wanted to be alone with him to explore more of what they had found together that afternoon.

Thankfully, Rick shook his head. “Not particularly.” He put one hand around her waist as they walked side by side out the door and into the hallway. “What I’d really prefer is to spend some time alone…with you.”

That was music to her ears. Her breath caught in her throat as she replied. “I’d like that, too.”

They turned as one and headed for the stairs.

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

They came together more slowly this time. More deliberately. Rick spent time enticing Lynn into pleasure, which, she had to admit, wasn’t all that difficult. Her body knew the pleasure he could give her and was greedy for more.

They were in his room, and she was pleased to find that it had a much larger bed than hers. He was a tall man, and the standard double bed really wasn’t large enough for him. The king size worked a lot better and meant more room for romping.

Lynn was also happy to discover that he was an avid reader. He had bookcases all along one wall, absolutely stuffed with books on a myriad of subjects. He was neat but not obsessively so, which boded well for them as a couple, since she was known to lose herself in her work and let everyday chores slide for a while until she’d solved whatever work puzzle had occupied her.

He also had mementos of his travels. A little jar of sand was labelled with the various places each layer had come from. She’d had a chance to glimpse it just before they’d become occupied with much more pleasurable pursuits.

He made love to her slowly, at first. Then, she’d taken control, rolling them on the big bed and straddling his hard-muscled body. She felt like a femme fatale all of a sudden, which was a totally new and exciting experience for her. Rick had shown her so many tantalizing things in just the short time they’d known each other. She was learning all sorts of things about herself and her appetites—and exactly what she was capable of. It was a heady lesson.

She took him inside and rode for glory, finding a nearly blindingly bright climax and taking him along with her.

They rested then made love again, cuddling close and just being together… All night long.

 

The next morning, they went down to breakfast together. The main topic of conversation was the new training schedules that had been posted in the early hours.

“The captain’s got us doing joint PT with the Navy peeps,” Zeke said as they ate breakfast around the large table. “I wonder how that’s going to work out.”

“It should give us a better idea of what they can do,” Rick said. Lynn mentally applauded his insight.

“Just don’t be surprised by their agility, stamina, and strength.” Lynn felt it was only fair to warn them. “Shifters also have much sharper senses than we do. They usually see and hear much better than most humans, and depending on the species, their senses of smell can be quite effective. Oh, and by the way, don’t ever ask any of them what kind of animal they turn into. That’s considered to be incredibly rude and won’t win you any friends.”

“But,” Zeke said, looking confused, “isn’t that something we kind of need to know if we’re going to be working in the field together?”

Lynn thought about that for a second. “Yes, I can see where you would probably need to know, but you have to let them come to you. Either they’ll tell you in conversation, flat out, or you’ll learn exactly what you’re dealing with when they shapeshift in front of you. The strict etiquette is a bit strange, but it’s very real. You’re in their territory now. It’s probably best to respect their rules and traditions.”

Hal nodded. “I appreciate the advice,” he said. “We’re all going to have to learn how to interact with our neighbors.” He looked around the table and met the gaze of every man. “This is important. We need to learn how to work together.”

“I expect it’s going to be a little intimidating, at first,” Rick put in. “I mean, they’ve got to have a lot of physical advantages over us. Not that we’re the average Joe on the street. Most of us are used to being the best of the best. We’re going to have to rein in some of our pride and just suck it up. Chances are those shifters are going to run circles around us.” Rick shook his head, his expression a bit chagrined. “Then again, we’re not the men we used to be. Each of us has something a little extra special, now. Sure, they have certain strengths, but we have ours, as well. The trick is going to be learning how to best utilize each other’s strengths, working together.”

“And that all starts with observing what they can do and letting them see what we can do,” Hal chimed in. “A little friendly competition during exercise periods is probably a good place to start. But that’s just one facet of the plan we’ve devised. Once we get past the introductory period—which shouldn’t take long—we’re going to be doing joint training exercises. Colonel Owens is going to put us all through our paces with weapons practice. And I’m working on a few other little demonstrations that we can give our neighbors to explain what exactly we’ve become and what we can do.” Hal sat back in his chair, pushing away his empty plate. “All in good time. First, we’re going to do the introductory stuff and adjust our plan as we go.”

Lynn liked the sound of that. It was clear the captain had put a great deal of thought into this plan. He also showed that he was remaining flexible, which was always a good idea when dealing with shapeshifters. Or so her grandmother had always said.

Just as they were finishing up breakfast, Liam walked into the room and went straight to Hal. They conferred quietly for a moment before Hal turned back to his men and motioned them all to sit back down.

“The lieutenant has brought us some intel,” Hal said without preamble. “Seems the prisoners have given up a name, and it’s one we know. Abdul Kettinger.”

“Abdul Kettinger is German-born, but his mother is of Afghani origin. He has close ties to several terrorist organizations in the Middle East and very strong political ideology. He also has very deep pockets, owing to his paternal grandfather who was an arms merchant. In fact, that family has been dealing in armament since the late eighteenth century in Europe,” Carter reported.

Lynn shook her head. “That last name is one known in magical circles. I’d have to confirm with Gran, but the little I know is troubling. The Kettinger mages don’t have a good reputation. One of them tried to visit Gram a few years back but was repelled by her wards. Gram went down to the gate and spoke to the woman over the fence. I didn’t hear what was said, but Gram was in a bad mood for days after and closeted herself in her workroom. She was on the phone a lot, too. More than usual, at any rate. When I asked, she told me to mind my own business, which wasn’t like her. I think she was both angry and worried.”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d call your grandmother ASAP, Lynn. We need to fill in the blanks with Kettinger. We’ve been able to learn what the regular world knows, but if there’s some sort of magical aspect to him or his relations, we need to add that intel to our collection. Though what we’ll do with it, I still don’t know.” Hal shook his head.

“Fortunately, we do,” Liam spoke up. “We’ve battled mages before. Many times, I’m sorry to say, especially in recent years as the Venifucus has resurfaced to cause problems. This alliance is already bearing fruit,” Liam said with a cunning grin. “Abdul Kettinger is not on our radar at all, so anything you can tell us about his worldly dealings will be of use,” Liam said to Hal, then turned to Lynn. “And anything your granny can tell us about potential mages in his lineage will help us plan and prepare for any potential confrontations.”

“He’s based in Europe,” Hal said. “That much we know. He tends to stay on the ancestral estate and does all his business from there, but he funds all sorts of nasty groups all over the world.”

“Then, we might have to go to him if he proves too great a threat,” Liam said contemplatively.

“You think we can get Admiral Morrow to authorize a hit?” Hal looked confounded by the idea.

“Maybe not,” Liam admitted, “but we do have other resources. Friends in low places, you might say.” He gave them that Cheshire grin, again. “If the admiral can’t or won’t get involved, then the Lords might just sanction the hit. They can work with the local Lords and shifter groups in the area, or possibly mercs who are on our side, like the Wraiths or even the Golden Jackal. He operates on that side of the world all the time, and he fits in anywhere between his looks and all the languages he speaks. We might even be able to get the Kinkaid Clan involved in the planning. Our people have contacts all over the world, and our Alpha doesn’t mess around.”

Hal looked confused. “Forgive me if this is rude. You dad is the Alpha, right?”

Liam shook his head, smiling. “There are levels of Alpha-ness, if that’s a word. Each family has an Alpha at the base level. Then, each Pack or Pride—however the particular species organizes—has an Alpha for their local group. Some local groups are more powerful and populous than others. In the case of Kinkaid, our Clan spans the globe and is led by the Kinkaid Alpha, who is also the king of all lion shifters around the world. My father is the Alpha for all the shifters gathered in Special Forces. It’s a special position designated especially for our military. I suspect he has counterparts in other militaries around the world, but I’m not cleared to operate at that level. That’s for Admiral Morrow and my father, and I deal with day-to-day matters for them as the executive officer to my dad. It’s complicated, and certainly not military standard, but family counts for a lot among shifters, so exceptions were made for us to operate within the military framework.”

Lynn knew a little about how families and Packs were arranged, but the way it worked with the military shifters was entirely new to her. It was fascinating, and something she definitely wanted to discuss with her grandmother.

“Thank you for explaining,” Hal told the lieutenant. “Did the prisoners give up any other information?”

“Not much else. They got half their money up front to mount the op and would collect the other half and possibly a bonus, when they succeeded in capturing one or more of your unit.” Hal frowned at Liam’s words. “They’re hardened, but my father believes—as do the rest of us who were in on the interrogations—that they’re not ideologically motivated. The Kinkaid Alpha put out some feelers for us and discovered that this particular group is a small pod that’s just forming, and they’re desperate for money to establish themselves. They would likely take on just about any job if the pay was high enough.”

“What happens to them now?” Lynn asked. She wondered if they’d be sent to the Lords or somewhere else.

“Kinkaid is going to take them off our hands as a favor,” Liam replied. “Our Clan has a large sea-based presence, and most of the Atlantic is our home waters. The Lords are all the way across the country, with no salt water nearby. It would be cruel to send the sharks there, and the Lords and our Alpha agreed that Kinkaid could look after them for the time being. Essentially, they’re being taken out of the field until we know where their true loyalties lie. Our Alpha won’t harm them unnecessarily, but he won’t let them go to take on more questionable jobs anytime soon.”

“When you say Kinkaid, do you mean the global corporation headed by that billionaire, Sam Kinkaid?” Lynn asked, unable to stop her curiosity from spilling over.

“Sam’s my cousin,” Liam answered with a toothy grin, “and our Alpha. We joke around and call him the Lion King, but the title isn’t far from the truth. By a weird twist of fate, when warfare took out all the lion shifter royalty in Africa, Sam was asked to lead us, as a species. One of the seafaring Kinkaids mated a lioness and brought her back to Ireland a long time ago. Sam is one of a few born with the royal markings in our Clan. But he’s Alpha to more than just the lions. Our Clan is even larger than that.”

Lynn was impressed. “I’m sorry to be so nosy,” she apologized, knowing that this kind of information wasn’t something shifters gave out to just anyone. “And I’m honored you would trust us with this knowledge. Is it okay if I discuss this with my grandmother, if needed?”

Liam smiled. “Granny Tucker undoubtedly already knows. Word came down from Sam that she was a long-standing ally and that you were to be granted the same status. As is Captain Haliwell’s unit. If you sit still long enough, Sam will probably induct you all into the Clan. He likes to bring people into the fold and add to our strength, which is why he’s such a good Alpha and has such a large and powerful Clan.”

Lynn bowed her head respectfully. “Again, I am honored.”

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The meeting broke up not long after that discussion, and Lynn was snagged by Jeana for a quick discussion of their work agenda for the next few days. Rick took the opportunity to follow Jeeves out into the hallway. He had a question or two for his foresighted friend.

Rick shouldn’t have been surprised to see Jeeves waiting for him with a grin on his face. Of course, the clairvoyant bastard knew Rick wanted to talk to him.

“Let’s take a walk downstairs,” Jeeves suggested, leading the way to the closest staircase.

The basement of the building was set aside for surveillance gear and other military purposes, and the women, generally, didn’t venture down there. Which meant their conversation wouldn’t be overheard by anyone except another member of the unit, and they all knew to keep their noses out of other people’s conversations.

“You probably already know what I’m going to ask,” Rick said as they hit the basement level.

“Somewhat. But why don’t you put it into your own words?” Jeeves coaxed him.

“Is it… I mean… Can it be possible to…uh…fall in love with someone so fast? Is it real or is it some sort of knee-jerk reaction on her part—or my part—or both our parts? I guess what I want to know is if this feeling is real or just a passing thing?”

There it was. Out in the open. He hadn’t said it in so many words, but it was clear he thought he was in love with Lynn.

Jeeves paused outside the surveillance room’s door. Nobody was in the hallway, though they both knew someone was on watch just on the other side of that door. One of their brethren. One of the chosen few they both trusted with their lives, their thoughts and their very souls.

“I see you’re troubled by this, but let me do you a favor.” Jeeves smiled faintly, and it was a kind smile. That of a brother who cared. “Rosie and I both see a long and happy future for you and Lynn. Of course, we all have some trouble ahead, and we can’t really foresee how that’s going to turn out, because there are just too many possibilities. Rosie tells me that’s what the fortune tellers of old called a nexus. And there’s more than just one heading our way. But, as far as you and Lynn are concerned, Fate has brought you together, and you shouldn’t question it any more than that. You two were meant to be.”

Rick felt hope rise in his chest. Could it really be possible? More sobering thoughts troubled him, deflating his momentary elation.

“The big question is…does she feel the same?” Rick wondered aloud.

“Only one way to find out,” Jeeves advised him. “Talk to the woman. Tell her how you feel.”

“It’s a big step,” Rick said, feeling nervous about the idea already.

“I never thought you lacked for courage, my friend,” Jeeves chided him. “Grow a pair and go see what she says.”

“You can’t tell me anything more?” Rick asked, hoping his friend would bend the vague rules of clairvoyance a bit more, but Jeeves shook his head.

“That would really be cheating. Some things you have to do on your own. And Rosie always reminds me, that for all that we can see the future, free will can change everything on a dime. The decision is Lynn’s. And yours, if you fail to act. That’s free will in action, as well. So, get out of here and do something, Doc. Set the wheel of Fate in motion and see what happens. That’s all the advice I can give you, for now.”

Rick looked down, accepting the words, then met Jeeves’ gaze. “You’re a good friend, Jeff. Thanks.”

 

Rick wanted to talk to Lynn, right away, but she was closeted in a meeting with Jeana most of the morning. There was a lot of data to sort through from the previous group of researchers that had been studying the unit. Most of those early doctors and scientists had been kept in the building next door and never let in on the entirety of what they were studying. Each person had been given a separate task, and Jeana had coordinated them all. One by one, they’d let the other researchers get back to what they’d been doing before being called in on an emergency basis, as their observations led nowhere.

It had become readily apparent that regular doctors and scientists wouldn’t be of much help and that’s when the search was expanded to find people like Lynn. Thank goodness for that, Rick thought. Not only had they hope for figuring out what was going on medically with the guys, but Lynn was proving to be an extraordinary source of information on the unseen world the unit had been brought into.

And, of course, there was the selfish reason he was glad she was here. He loved her. He wanted to be around her all the time, and not just for the pleasure they found together. He just…liked everything about her. She was fun, daring, courageous, gorgeous and sparklingly intelligent. He’d never found such a companion and doubted he ever would again. As far as he was concerned, Lynn was it for him. The One and Only.

Rick took the stairs up two at a time, eager to see her. He found Lynn in her office, poring over paperwork. All the records had been kept the old-fashioned way—on paper—so as to avoid the possibility of hacking. Her desk was loaded with files that looked about ready to topple over, and she was wearing adorable reading glasses he’d never seen her wear before. He loved them.

He loved her. Every little thing about her. Pausing in the doorway, he just looked at her and felt the love bloom in his chest like a nuclear explosion that harmed none and healed all.

She looked up, startled when he shifted his weight and deliberately made a noise. Then, she recognized him over the thin rims over her glasses, and her expression changed. A smile lit her face, and happiness filled her eyes.

“Sorry to bother you while you’re working, but I couldn’t wait to talk to you. I want you to know something.” He entered the office and shut the door behind him, twisting the little button that would lock it against simple intrusion. It wasn’t much of a lock and wouldn’t stop someone who really wanted to get in, but it was enough to signal the occupants of the office wanted a bit of privacy.

“Is everything okay?” Joy turned to concern on her beloved face.

“It’s better than okay. I mean… As long as you agree,” he started, knowing he was making a hash of this but still trying to find the right words.

“Agree to what?” She watched as he moved closer, her eyes widening as he bent down on one knee next to her office chair. He rolled her gently back from the desk, still seated in her chair, and took one of her hands in his.

“I want you to agree that you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. That we belong together and that you don’t mind if I tell you I love you.” He said it all at once, holding her gaze, nearly running out of breath and courage near the end, but she held tightly to his hand, giving him strength.

“Mind? Why would I mind?” she asked, a look of wonder on her face. “Would you mind if I said the same to you?” Her eyes narrowed in a teasing challenge that filled him with hope.

“You love me?” He could hardly believe his ears. He needed to hear her say it.

She nodded, smiling while her eyes filled with happy tears. “I love you, Rick. I know it happened awfully fast, but sometimes, that happens when magic and Fate come into play.”

“That’s what Jeeves said,” he marveled, searching her expression. “You really love me?”

She nodded again. “I do.”

“And, I love you, too,” he hastened to say, just in case it wasn’t totally clear. A tear tracked down her cheek, and he leaned in to kiss it away.

From there, the kisses grew more heated and way more intense. He stood and lifted her onto her desk, clearing away the paperwork with a hard shove that left the stack of folders teetering on the edge of the desk, but she didn’t care. She was feeling the same urgency he was showing and didn’t want to wait to make everything just so. No, this was going to be hard, fast, and maybe, a little messy, but that’s what they needed at the moment.

She was glad she’d opted to wear one of the few skirts her grandmother had packed into her duffel. All they had to do was lift it upward and pull down her panties. Then, he just had to lower that zipper and free himself and… Oh, yeah. That’s what she wanted. Hard. Fast. Maybe not as messy as she’d feared, but delightfully wicked, all the same.

The files didn’t fall off the desk, but it was a near thing as their pace increased and the delicious tension built further. She bit back her cries of pleasure even as he groaned his completion into the side of her neck, nuzzling her ear. She felt like she would float off the desk if he let go, but their bodies were bonded as closely as their hearts. There was no danger of letting go. At least, that’s how it felt.

If Lynn had been more magical, she might believe that their souls had just joined, never to be parted. She’d felt…something. She wasn’t sure exactly what it had been, but it had felt like… Forever.

 

Later, he sat in her office chair and cuddled her on his lap.

“So, where do we go from here?” Lynn asked quietly.

“Well, I suspect you have a job with the unit for as long as you want it, but personally, I think we should get married,” he said, flooring her with the offhand statement.

She drew back and looked into his eyes, seeing the teasing light in them. “If that’s a proposal, it’s very half-assed,” she told him, teasing back.

“Well, I already went down on one knee. What more can I do?” he quipped.

“Just ask and let me answer. That’s a bit more romantic and something I can tell our grandchildren about someday.” She turned her head back to nuzzle his neck.

“You’re going to tell our fictional grandkids that we had wild office sex, and then, I popped the question?”

She pushed at his shoulder and shook her head. They were both laughing at the image he’d painted with his words.

“I’ll leave the wild office sex part out, but I definitely want a G-rated proposal I can talk about. So, get to it, mister.”

“Okay.” Rick cleared his throat then took her hand in his. “Dearest Dr. Tucker, my sweet Lynn, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

“Yes.” She kissed him sweetly. “Now, that wasn’t half-assed at all, Dr. Lovelace.”

 

 

 


EPILOGUE

“We got a little more intel about that group of shark mercenaries,” Liam told his father during the daily briefing between the Alpha and his lieutenant. “They’re hammerheads. A new pod that formed recently. Most of them were loners from Europe and various South American countries, and they’re all ex-military from their countries of origin. They met in the open ocean and decided to pod up because they’d heard rumors of that group of bachelor bears forming their own community and being successful in finding mates. But they needed money to settle someplace, and they started hiring out as mercs to earn it.”

“Those Grizzly Cove bears have caused a lot of upheaval with their little town,” Lester said, shaking his head. “Now, they’ve even got sharks emulating them.”

“Thing is, the interrogation team is not convinced the sharks are truly evil. It may well be that they just wanted to earn some money to start their community. If so, they chose shitty employers, but that might be the extent of it,” Liam reported. “Sam wants to keep them working for him while keeping a very close eye on their actions and loyalties. He thinks he can steer them in the right direction, if necessary, and deprive our enemies a team of skilled operatives at the same time.”

Lester seemed to think about it then nodded once. “It’s a wise move, if he can make it work.”

“If anybody can, Sam can,” Liam replied, to which his father nodded agreement.

“On another matter,” Lester said, “I want you to liaise with that FBI lynx, Lina. We need to know if the Bureau knows more than we do about Abdul Kettering. See if she’s got any contacts at the Agency, too. The admiral is working his connections, but you never know if there might be more cooperation at a lower level.”

“Will do,” Liam answered at once. Lester recalled that Liam hadn’t crossed paths with the lovely Lina during her one and only visit to the island. He wondered what his son would make of the sharpshooting FBI shifter.

“And get in touch with the Lords, the Alpha in Grizzly Cove, and Major Moore of the Wraiths. I want to set up a conference call with them and Hal. It’s time they all met each other,” Lester thought aloud.

“What about Sam?” Liam asked.

“For now, we’ll handle the Kinkaid link. I want this to be ex-military and current leadership. The Green Berets might be an ace in the hole for our side in the coming battles. I don’t want to spread their legend too far or too wide, just yet,” Lester explained.

Letting his son in on his reasoning process was vital to teaching Liam how to be Alpha when his time came. Lester was so proud of Liam. Not every Alpha had a son who was dominant enough to succeed him, but with Liam, Lester had that, and more. Liam was among the strongest of his generation, if not the top of the hierarchy. That meant something among shifters, and it meant a great deal to his sire.

Liam might not see it yet, but he was going to be—and already was, in a small way—a great leader for his people. Lester just hoped he’d be around to see it. The coming trouble was very dark, indeed. Lester had been helping Admiral Morrow prepare the shifter troops that would be needed if all hell broke loose. He’d been in on the planning and the preparation. Now, he just hoped they had enough firepower on their side when push came to shove and the Destroyer returned full force.

There were dark days ahead, but for now, Lester could enjoy the company of his son and his extended Clan, which now included an unlikely group of Green Beret superheroes and their ladies. Lester almost shook his head. He’d never imagined the kind of group he now commanded, but he was glad for each and every one of them. The more they worked together and the more he learned about their abilities and contacts, the more he felt they just might prevail when the bad stuff started happening in earnest.

Thanks be to the Mother of All.

*
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