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To armchair adventurers and romantics everywhere...

And to Catherine Zeta-Jones for being the physical manifestation of Izeta and Channing Tatum, who could totally play Brody in the movie.

And Tommy Lee Jones? You ARE Tex. Just sayin’...

You know, in case Hollywood comes calling.
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BRODY TRANSLATED the crudely printed note. A literal message in a bottle, he’d discovered it washed up on the beach at Rodney Bay in St. Lucia. The letters were hand drawn in a childish scrawl using a little-known tribal dialect indigenous to the Amazon jungle.

PLEASE HELP the note said. BEFORE THEY KILL US. 

He stared toward the south. Something he’d thought long dead stirred inside him. The roiling black waves of rage, always present, threatened to engulf him. He closed his eyes, bracing for the deluge.

No. He ordered the dark to retreat, but it refused.

A tiny spark buried deep inside flickered. A fierce sense of protectiveness surged up to battle the rage. His wolf twitched—not awake but no longer comatose. He’d entombed his other half after the slaughter. Blood. Death. So many children massacred.

Two attractive women in barely-there bikinis strolled toward him, their long, tan legs inviting his eyes to linger. Their movements were languorous, full of desire, their interest obvious in their inviting smiles. He snarled. With teeth. They stumbled to a halt, exchanging wide-eyed glances as they backed away. 

“Yo, Buchanan!” A man down the beach waved an arm in his direction, trying to catch his attention. “You owe me a beer.”

Brody didn’t owe the man a thing, especially since the promised information the guy passed on came to nothing. He was no closer to tracking down his prey. Until he found the two who got away, until he gave justice to the innocent, he needed to stay on track. He glanced at the bottle he still held. He didn’t believe in signs. Or coincidences. Fate and Karma were bitches and he didn’t believe in them either. In fact, there wasn’t much he did put faith in. Ignoring the women and the man, he turned to face south once more, looking past the bay all the way to where sea met sky. He hadn’t been to Brazil yet. It was a big country. Rio teemed with people. And he spoke Portuguese. Yes. It was time to move on.
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Zeta continued the rhythmic brush of steel across whetstone, ignoring the man sitting across her kitchen table. His impeccable suit and natty silk tie with it’s equally impeccable Windsor knot framed his model-handsome face. The cordial smile curving his full lips belied the frigid lack of emotion in his eyes.

“Don’t you think it’s time you came back to work, Izeta?”

She didn’t acknowledge the man’s question, nor did she display her annoyance at his mispronunciation of her name, using the long I and A sounds in the first two syllables. An old-fashioned clock ticked off the seconds with a soft click that echoed in the silence. With one finger, he pushed a large envelope closer to her.

“At least look at the dossier.”

Tick. Scrape. Tock. Scrape.

The man from Langley fidgeted. He never had developed patience. One corner of her mouth flicked up in the ghost of a smile, a facial tic so swift most would miss it—including her guest. She gave him three more minutes at most. He lasted less than sixty seconds.

Pushing back from the table, chair legs scraping across the tiled floor, her visitor grunted. “Dammit, Izeta, I need you on this one. You have one hour. Call me.”

She didn’t move, her hand still, as he stormed toward her door, his or else hanging in the air like a banner at a stadium. He’d just closed it behind him when her knife embedded itself in the wooden door frame, inches from where his head had been.

“Now I’ll have to sharpen it again,” she muttered. Heaving out of her chair, she glided across the open living space to retrieve her weapon. Settled back at the table, she continued honing her blade, her eyes watching the sunset over Albemarle Sound.

The house she’d inherited from her grandparents sat on the northern tip of Colington Island, part of the Outer Banks of North Carolina. This place was her refuge, where she came to recover. And if she had been capable of feeling anything, she would have been pissed as hell that her handler knew to find her here. She’d have to alleviate that problem as part of her exit strategy.

When the room was bathed in the last soft glow of the scarlet sunset, she inhaled deeply and clapped her hands—two sharp smacks. A small lamp flicked on and she smiled. Her grandmother had been so excited and totally loved the Clapper device she’d received for Christmas so many years ago. She’d been what? Ten. Maybe. Her grandfather had called the phone number and ordered it for Zeta, keeping the big secret and helping her hide the box when the postman delivered it.

Life had been so simple then. 

The envelope squatted on her table, an ominous manila stain on the bleached pine. The fingers on her right hand tingled. Her trigger hand. Not a good sign. She pulled the offending pouch toward her but didn’t open it until darkness surrounded the house in a quilt of anonymity.
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Chapter 2
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ZETA DIDN’T want to open the envelope. The “Top Secret” stamp in blood-red ink across its face and special seal coating the brad holding it closed did not engender confidence. Littleton didn’t trust her, which was the one intelligent thing about him. His unannounced arrival at the door was a show of dominance, a smug comeuppance to assuage his ego. She should hate his guts.

Still, she had to walk the walk if her departure from the Company was to be successful. Littleton’s deadline was long past. With a soft huff of breath, she flicked open a small stiletto, using it to slice the envelope open at the fold, ignoring the official seal. A thick file and some photographs slid out as she upended it over her kitchen table.

Four hours after he’d left, Zeta dialed Littleton’s number. The moment she registered he’d answered and before he could say hello, she said, “I leave for the Virgin Islands in the morning. Make the arrangements, including international side trips.” She cut the call before her handler could respond. He was a pencil-pusher who wanted to be a field operative, but when she arrived at Norfolk Naval Base, her paperwork would be in order.

She drifted through the house, her mind on autopilot, ticking through a mental list. Taking extra time to disarm the elaborate security system on her secret room, she contemplated her target—and the weapons she would need to fulfill her mission.
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BRODY DIDN’T waste time. The sun was setting across the Caribbean Sea as he sailed his boat out of the marina in Rodney Bay. The Moonstruck was a 1967 Tollycraft Discoverer motor yacht. He’d found her in the back of a boat salvage yard, her hull half rotted away. He’d been twelve. His uncle, the man who raised him, thought him crazy but bought the boat anyway, christening it “Moonstruck.” Whatever money Brody could beg, borrow, or earn, he sank into restoring the old broad, doing most of the work himself. When his world imploded, she’d been waiting for him, a patient grand dame who welcomed him with open arms.

He cleared harbor control and nudged the twin Cummins engines into more speed. His wolf stretched beneath his skin, still only semi-conscious but slowly coming to life. Brody didn’t believe in coincidences, nor did he give a flying Philadelphia fuck about Fate, but when strings got tugged, he’d learned to pay attention.

The last clear lead he had on the bastards who’d royally fucked him had brought him to St. Lucia. He’d tracked them to a walled compound high in the island’s interior. By the time he got there, they’d abandoned the place, like they knew he was coming. He’d been close enough to catching them that they’d destroyed equipment rather than packing it up or wiping the computer memories. Their mistake.

Brody had three talents—four if you included restoring old yachts. He killed people. He was considered a savant when it came to languages. And computers were his catnip. That’s how he’d found the bottle. Taking a break from deciphering a tangled piece of recovered code, he’d taken a walk along the beach. The bottle washed up right at his feet. What was he to do?

He’d picked it up. Read the note. And now his gut urged him to head south—as had some of the info he’d deciphered from one of the computer hard drives. He’d go to Rio, nose around. He had a few contacts there, including a former Delta Force soldier who’d also been charged with war crimes he didn’t commit. He would track down Abel Caine, get the lay of the land. He had a week of sailing ahead of him, giving him plenty of time to make plans.
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HAD ZETA been anyone else, she would probably walk away from this assignment. The information in the dossier Littleton provided was at least a week out of date. Tracking wasn’t part of her job description. She came in only after the target had been pinned down to a location and spent just enough time watching the mark to finalize her attack. Going over her handler’s head would upset him, but she was past caring. He’d become careless. Wasting her time and her value as an asset was the final straw. The call she placed went up the chain of command by several levels.

Unruffled, as was her usual public demeanor, she waited for her contact to be located and the call transferred.

“Ms. Cordero.” The deep voice should have stirred something inside her. Nelson Conrad had the face, physique, and charisma to set hearts aflutter, no matter the gender. He always seemed disconcerted when his charm had no effect on her. “I wasn’t expecting a call from you.”

Why would he? She wasn’t one of the greasy wheels. She did her job, cleanly and professionally, always kept a low profile, and never made waves. Until now.

“Are you aware of my current assignment?”

There was a pause and she heard papers shuffling before the clacking of a computer keyboard. “I am. Is there a problem?”

“I am currently at least a week behind. My sales lead was not viable.” Doublespeak. In the current climate, the spies spied on each other, as did the watchdogs. Wet work wasn’t discussed in polite company nor over phone lines, secure or not.

Another period of silence. “I see. This could prove problematic. Are you in a position to make future sales calls on this vendor?”

No. That wasn’t in her job description, but there was something in the tenor of Conrad’s voice that put her on alert. She considered possibilities and contingencies. “If given a larger travel allowance and flexibility.”

“I’ll make a few calls and send you an updated itinerary.”

They ended the call simultaneously with no polite pleasantries.

Zeta dragged one of her duffel bags closer, unzipped it, and pulled out a metal case. Using the print from the little finger of her left hand to unlock it, she set about cleaning the disassembled parts of the sniper rifle contained inside. At worst, she had a few hours to kill, and she was never one to just sit around while on a sales trip.
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NELSON LEANED back in his chair, clasping his hands together, fingers entwined. Except his index fingers. Those formed a steeple, which he tapped against his chin as he stared at the ceiling. The woman occupying one of the guest chairs on the other side of his desk stared at him. He wondered which of them had the most patience. He was a chess master. He could stare at the pieces on a chess board for hours as he plotted through the various moves in his mind. His guest played in other arenas.

“I don’t have time for this nonsense, Conrad.” She pushed to her feet. He watched to see if she would wobble on those very expensive designer stilettos. She didn’t. “We had a deal.”

He didn’t miss the nuance of that past tense verb. “Are you canceling our contract?”

“Is there any hope of salvaging it? I do have other contractors.” She let the threat hang.

Yes, he was well aware of her other contractors. Some of them were the very reason this mess existed. “Give me a week. If my representative can’t close the deal, we’ll discuss other options.”

The woman inclined her head, as regal as the queen of some tiny principality pretending to be a world power. “My company has assets in the Amazon, and I need that deal closed. You have one week. After that, I’ll take matters into my own hands.”

Turning on those spindly heels, she strode to the door full of controlled outrage and disdain. Nelson enjoyed the sway of her hips and considered how long it would take for Izeta Cordero to kill Mona Jones. He knew who Mona really was, and her last name had never been Jones.

The woman paused at his door, her hand resting lightly on the handle to open it. “Don’t disappointment me, Conrad.”
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Chapter 3
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ZETA PRETENDED to sip the cold drink a waiter had deposited on her table a few minutes earlier. She sat on the patio of the marina restaurant watching the various boats and yachts moored out in the circular inlet. She’d located her target—or at least his boat— the previous evening. She kept watch until well after midnight. He hadn’t been on board, nor had he returned. The boat still appeared deserted.

A dark-haired man, wearing an abundance of gold around his neck, wrists, and fingers, lifted his glass to her. Her cold gaze passed right over him. No man, other than her target, would hold her interest. If humor had been part of her emotional make-up, she would have chuckled. She had little use for men in general and none for any specific one—especially not one trying so blatantly to flirt with her.

She pointedly ignored his attempts and fixed her attention back on the motor yacht moored to one of the piers. The Moonstruck—and wasn’t that an odd name—was boxy compared to the sleek lines of the modern yachts tied nearby. The boat was at least fifty years old but had been lovingly restored. A classic, many would say. Zeta gave a mental shrug. She held little attachment to people or things. Her home was her refuge, appreciated for that reason alone. It was the solitude she valued, not the memories.

The gregarious man, with his slicked-back black hair and what she supposed he meant to be a smoldering look on his face, appeared at her table. He babbled at her in Portuguese. She knew enough of the language to ask for directions and not much else.

“I’m not interested,” she said in English and made note to learn that phrase in Portuguese.

“Ah, an American beauty,” the man purred. He reached for the chair next to her with a beringed hand. Before he could pull it out, a tan hand gripped his wrist and squeezed.

“The lady said she wasn’t interested.” Her rescuer then repeated it in flawless Portuguese.

Zeta and the man both looked up at the newcomer. The man postured, all macho outrage. She blanched. The photos in his dossier did not do Brody Buchanan justice.
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BRODY HAD no desire to fight anyone but this idiot appeared bound and determined. The restaurant’s manager bustled up, intent on saving the peacock from the ruffian. Too bad the gigolo wore gold plate. Brody explained that his yacht was docked in the marina and he’d been doing some maintenance while his lady came to the restaurant to eat and relax in the shade. The man he currently gripped by the throat had insulted her. Brazilian men knew all about macho honor.

The Don Juan finally recognized that Brody might literally rip out his throat. The man made a strangled noise, and then the apologies poured from his mouth, albeit in gasping breaths and broken sentences. Satisfied, the manager suggested he turn the guy loose. Two security guards trotted up, and only then did Brody release the jerk. The would-be pickup artist was escorted off the property while the manager fawned over Brody and the woman seated at the table.

“Please, dinner is on the house. Whatever you wish, sir.”

Brody’s gaze slid over to the waiter who hovered just beyond the table. He held menus in his hand. In Portuguese, Brody ordered several appetizers including pastéis—little fried pastries stuffed with a variety of meats and vegetables. And a beer. Then he asked for two more chairs. He pulled the one vacant chair at the table around to the woman’s right and settled in next to her, watching a small flicker of concern cross her face as the waiter deposited the extra chairs.

“I have friends coming,” he said in explanation. The manager arrived with his beer. Ice clung to the sides of the bottle and Brody waved away the glass.

The woman’s chair scraped against the flagstones of the terrace as she pushed back from the table. He stopped it with one arm and pushed her toward the table. “We aren’t done yet, sweetheart.”

The woman fascinated him. And his wolf. He leaned away from her, disturbed that the wolf, who’d lain dormant for over a year, was suddenly alert and wary. The fact his wolf had pushed him to intervene was a major cause for concern. Before he could think about it further, two people approached the table. Griffith Caine and his wife, Lennox, looked like they fit right in with the ritzy crowd. He stood, in part because he was a gentleman—mostly. He and Abel had gone through Delta Force advanced training together but served in different units after graduating. As Wolves, they’d tried their best to partner up whenever close-quarter combat training occurred. Easier to fight another Wolf than pull punches to keep from unintentionally harming a full human.

They’d gone on to different careers—Abel as a sniper, Brody as a demolitions expert and translator. Both of them had been betrayed by the Army’s justice system, different circumstances yet eerily the same. Abel went dark, becoming a paid assassin, but one with a line in the sand he didn’t cross. Brody became a boat bum, but one with his ear to the ground, listening for echoes of events that occurred half a world away and a lifetime ago. He had his own agenda to follow, much as Abel did.

He watched the couple walk toward them. Griffith “Abel” Caine was tall and lean with corded muscles beneath his clothing. Dark hair, the piercing eyes of a Wolf, a fashionable scruff of stubble on his face, much like that on Brody’s own. Lennox Caine was all carrot red hair and curves, her unusual green eyes filled with laughter as she leaned closer to her mate and smiled at something he said to her.

When they reached the table, Abel extended his hand to Brody, but his gaze remained fixed on the woman as they shook then hugged, the way warriors do when they’ve walked through hell together. “Gee, Babel, I didn’t know we’d be having a double date.”

“Neither did I, Abel. But it’s a blind date for me.”

“So, no introductions are needed. Roger that.” Abel smiled, but his eyes glinted with the same feral spark found in Brody’s. He held a chair for his wife, and she sank onto it, her gaze assessing.

“I discovered that my new friend here—” Brody broke off as the waiter approached. “Beer and...?” He looked at Lennox.

“Sparkling water, with a lime.” She smiled at him.

Pretty woman, Brody thought. Full of sunshine and sweetness. She was the perfect counterpoint to Abel’s dark side. He ordered their drinks and the waiter scurried off only to return moments later with a platter of pastéis.

“Oh, awesome!” Lennox reached for one of the pastries and took a bite. “I’m starved,” she added around the mouthful of food.

Brody ordered another platter. After the waiter bustled away, he continued. “As I was saying, I discovered that Mrs. Peel here had searched my boat.”

Zeta stilled, her lungs didn’t work, and her hands trembled where they rested in her lap. She was positive her face remained impassive even as her heart rate kicked into a higher gear. How could he know? There’d been no signs of electronic surveillance. She’d checked. And she’d been precise in replacing every item to its original position. Three pairs of eyes studied her. She stared at the red-haired woman, who was the soft target in this group. The other woman stared back, her expression unfriendly.

What had Buchanan called her? Mrs. Peel? She sorted through her memory, looking for an appropriate reference. The two men exchanged a look. The one called Abel spoke.

“Mrs. Emma Peel? The Avengers? The British spy series from the sixties, not the Marvel Comics franchise.”

“And an American movie with the very yummy Ralph Fiennes playing John Steed in the late nineties,” the redhead added.

Zeta blinked then. “I do not watch television. Or movies.” She squirmed a little under their predatory stares.

“Are you serious?” The redhead rolled her eyes. “You are an American, right?”

Buchanan’s arm shifted on the back of her chair. Zeta sucked in an involuntary gasp. A flicker of electricity danced across her bare skin where he touched her, and he’d very neatly confiscated the small pistol holstered beneath her left arm. She stiffened in self-preservation and leaned forward, not that it helped. His arm remained draped across her back.

“Yes. I am American.”

Brody wasn’t immune to the heady scent wafting from the woman, nor had he been able to ignore that thrill of intimacy not yet realized. His nostrils flared as he leaned closer and sniffed right behind her ear. Interesting. Vanilla and cigar smoke. And gun oil. That last odor was not part of her essence. He filled his lungs again, to settle his wolf, before reclining back into his chair.
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