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        Murder is dangerous business, especially if you're a Dragon Intelligence Agent and your Mate's the sassy Wolf called in to save the day.

      

        

      
        Looking for five missing girls is hard enough, but controlling his attraction for Orla McCarthy is the roughest assignment Finlay O'Donnell has ever been given.

      

        

      
        Somehow the unsub is staying two steps ahead. No matter how tightly the DIA closes ranks, the bastard continues to evade capture. Then Orla makes herself bait, and all bets are off.

      

        

      
        Racing against time to stop the death of his Mate and catch the prolific serial killer, Fin will do whatever it takes, even take down one of their own.

      

        

      
        Can he get there in time?

        Can he stop another innocent death?

        Can he have the happily ever after promised by Fate and Destiny?

      

        

      
        Only time will tell, but one thing is for sure, being tempted by the one the Universe made for him will be one helluva ride.
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      “He’s in there.”

      The sound of the She-Wolf with whom she shared her soul grumbling in her mind only served to set Orla even more on edge.

      “Well aware, Laoise,” she sighed. “I felt him the minute we pulled into the parking lot.”

      Squaring her shoulders, refusing to let anyone see her sweat, Special Agent McCarthy of the Council’s Special Branch grabbed the silver handle of the glass door and pulled. She could feel his presence without even getting her foot over the threshold. Strong. Commanding. Arrogant. The scent of smoldering mesquite and the desert wrapped around her like a warm blanket fresh from the dryer. He was a Leader. Followed no one. Blazed his own trail. And made no excuses.

      "But there's affection there, too," Laoise confirmed. "He's not a loner. On the contrary, he loves those he calls family. Would die to protect them."

      The dichotomy of this man – this Dragon - called to Orla in ways she'd never imagined possible. Her body - more to the point, her hormones - acted as if she was sixteen and about to pass the quarterback of the football team in the hall between classes.

      "It's not the day. No way. I can't deal with raging hormones and a new case at the same time."

      "Then you better head to the locker room for a cold shower."

      "Thanks, Laoise," she huffed. "Great advice. Whoever said with age comes wisdom, never met you."

      "Well, I'm about to boil up in here. You get any hotter or any more bothered, and I'm gonna need frozen margaritas by the pool for a couple of days.”

      The closer she got to him, the more Orla was sure she would spontaneously combust right then and there. It was like having one foot on the hot sands of the Chihuahuan Desert and the other in the cool waters of the Rio Grande. Making her way through the bullpen, eyes front just as her old Drill Sergeant had continuously barked, she could feel the Dragon's eyes caressing every inch of her curvy figure.

      “It’s like he’s striking a match,” Laoise breathed. "Watch out. I fear we might go up in flames."

      “It’s all an act,” Orla scoffed, not believing a word floating through her mind. “He’s been undercover for so long, he’s not even sure what’s real and what’s all part of his legend.”

      “Stop making excuses,” the silver Wolf chided. "Sure, he's used to blending into the crowd and watching his surroundings alongside the people he's dealing with like a hawk, but there's a warmth about him that calls to me."

      "He's good lookin'," Orla snickered sarcastically. “That’s all that’s calling to you, my friend.”

      "Yeah, so," the She-Wolf sniffed. “It’s not my hormones starting a five-alarm fire in here.”

      “And that ends the Laoise Comedy Hour,” Orla deadpanned. “Time to go to work.”

      Walking straight into the newly appointed Director of the Dragon Intelligence Agency, Ranger Evans' office, Orla smiled at her longtime friend and waited as he finished talking on the phone. She'd known the Dragon and his adopted family for most of her life. Living in Valentine, Texas, pretty much ensured you knew everybody, especially the other Shifters in town.

      "Come on in, Orla," Ranger smiled, pointing at the chair on the opposite side of his desk as he hung up the phone. "How have you been? I haven't seen you for a month of Sundays."

      "That's what happens when you get hitched," she laughed, taking a seat. "You just forget about all the little people."

      “Little people,” he laughed out loud. “Like I could ever forget about my favorite Wolf Pack in the whole damn world.”

      "Well, that's good to hear." Winking as she laughed along with the Guardsman, Orla continued, "How is married life anyway?”

      "Better than your aunts' apple pie and homemade ice cream on a Sunday after two or three helpings of their world-famous pot roast," the Dragon Guardsman slyly chuckled. "And that's sayin' somethin'."

      “Yeah, it is,” Orla nodded. “Bonnie and Maggie Sampson are the best cooks Texas has ever seen.”

      “Right behind their momma,” Ranger mused, his eyes taking on a faraway look that anyone who’d ever tasted Granny Sampson’s cooking tended to do.

      Taking a seat, she pulled out the file full of papers Ranger had sent over to her a few days before. "I'm sorry to say I didn't get to look at these until last night. I had to …."

      "Clear off your desk and hand off all your active cases to someone else because I asked for a favor from your boss?"

      "Yeah, something like that," she shrugged. "You got the pull, Director Evans. I'm just a little cog in a big machine. I live to serve."

      "And blow sunshine up my ass." Then, taking a sip of his coffee, the usual mischievous glint in his eyes sparkling just a little bit brighter, he added, "You, Orla McCarthy, are anything but a little cog." Holding up his hand as she started to disagree, the Guardsman shook his head. "You've come a long way from the little dark-haired girl who used to follow along behind my brothers and me."

      “Well, I got older.”

      "And wiser and decorated more for your exemplary service to the Council's Special Branch than I can count." Raising his eyes brows and leveling his gaze, Ranger added, "You, my friend, are one hell of an agent, and that's why I need you."

      “And what about him?” Throwing her thumb over her shoulder, Orla kept right one going, “Is he just gonna stand back there and stare a hole in the back of my head all day?”

      “Nope,” Ranger deadpanned, taking another drink of coffee.

      No sooner had the Director's single-word answer drifted across his table than did an image of the man himself form in her mind. Dark eyes that had seen so much more than he would ever admit and short-cropped brown hair, she just knew he kept that way because it was easy. It was just like his choice of clothes - a T-shirt and jeans – nothing special in their design, but exceptional on his fantastic physique. God help the soft cotton as it stretched tightly across the defined muscles of his chest and biceps and the denim as it hugged his muscular thighs.

      “Do you think that hunka-hunka-burnin’ hotness works out?” Laoise whispered as if anyone else could hear her. Then, not giving Orla time to so much as tell her to shut up, the Wolf went on, "Nope, he would see it as a waste of time, right? Yeah, I think so, too. That awesome bod came naturally, a gift from the Universe just to drive us all a little crazier.”

      “Hush.”

      Blocking out all thoughts of a tall, dark, handsome Dragon and her alter-ego with raging hormones, Orla raised her eyebrows at Ranger and cocked her head to the side. "Okay, Boss Man, whatever you say. I don't have the energy to argue."

      “That’s a first,” Ranger snickered, his usual sense of humor instantly returning.

      "Yeah, well, I was up till three a.m. looking over this pile of papers." Patting the folder, she blew out a long, slow breath. "I'm guessing you asked for me not only because I have the highest percentage of closed cases in Special Branch, but because I have the …" Wiggling the fingers of her free hand in the empty space between them, Orla sing-songed, "The Mystical, Magical powers of Granny Sampson."

      “I always said you were smarter than the average Wolf.”

      “No,” she deadpanned. “You always said I was a pain in your tail and too little to hang out with you and your brothers.”

      "Okay, but that was when I was young and stupid."

      “And know you’re older?”

      Giving her a look Orla remembered from her childhood, complete with a furrowed brow and half of a frown on his face, Ranger harrumphed, "And wiser. You forgot wiser."

      "Oh, yeah." Making a show of coughing into her hand and winking, Orla nodded, "And wiser. I forgot that part. I mean…"

      “You mean, you were never gonna say it.”

      Laughing just like old times, she could feel the other shoe about to drop. Catch-up time was almost over, and that meant she was going to have to open the file folder on her lap and once again look at the gruesome crime scene photos it contained.

      With a single nod from Ranger, Orla started, "Well, I looked at everything you sent and did some diggin' on my own, too." Opening the folder, careful not to touch any of the photos, she continued, "They all look alike." Holding up her hand as Ranger tried to interrupt, she continued without taking a breath. "Not just kinda sorta look like one another."

      Leaning forward and opening her eyes wide so Ranger could see the unadulterated truth along with her rising worry, Orla spoke slowly, enunciating every syllable. "They look exactly alike - could be sisters or twins. They are carbon copies of one another. Each girl had curly red hair that was cut just below the shoulder, and they all had bright green eyes."

      "Furthermore, and this is the kicker that's throwin' me for a loop, each of them could have been a member of MENSA. Talk about smart. These girls make Einstein look like one of the Three Stooges."

      “And?”

      "And they were all studying a specialized field of science. The last girl was a literal genius in biochemical gene manipulation." Finally sitting back in her chair, Orla threw her hands in the air. "Do you even know what that is?"

      “Nope.”

      "Neither did I. So, I looked it up. And there's not a lot of information on it - even in our databases. That field of study is so new not even Google or Wikipedia has more than a few lines of description."

      “So…”

      “What are you? The one-word man all of a sudden.”

      "No, I just remember how that mind of yours works," Ranger nodded. "I'm lettin' the Magic happen and tryin' not to interrupt your process."

      "Okay," Orla nodded, not really believing a word of it but loving that he was letting her talk through her theories. "Someone targeted these girls – all seven of them. They did their research, then kidnapped them in broad daylight when there was little chance of anyone noticing." Pulling her list from the bottom of the folder, she went on, "These young women did not go to the same school. Did not live in the same state. They had no social media contact at all. Only one was a MENSA member, even though, like I said, they were all intelligent enough to run the show. All of them had gotten through school on scholarships, but none of the money came from the same organization."

      Getting up from his chair without saying a word, Ranger walked to the far side of the room and flipped a huge whiteboard around. There they all were. Every single girl Orla had looked at the night before. All lined up in order of disappearance. Their names were in bold, black letters, along with the dates they were last seen and by whom. Next came the date they were reported missing in red, along with the last verified place they visited and the person who called the authorities.

      "Oh, and," Orla spoke up as the memory was still forming in her mind. "I think it's bizarre that none of them went into the medical field. Never studied premed or nursing or anything clinical at all."

      "Yeah, I was wondering about that, too," Ranger nodded. "And I got nothin'. What about you?"

      "Well, no, not about that," she freely admitted. "But I can't help asking myself why none of them even applied to the same college. No, they didn't live in the same places or go to the same high schools, but we're lookin' at some super smart women who were all interested in the same stuff. Don't you think it's weird that their paths never crossed?"

      “I do.”

      "I mean, come on, college recruiters have lists and lists of people they want at their school. It's their job to know who is the best and chase them like a hound after a bunny. Any of these young ladies would've been a catch, and the thought that no two ladies out of seven were contacted by the same university seems highly unlikely."

      "It does," Ranger agreed. "And we tried to make that connection after the first two and as each subsequent disappearance was reported. But it was a dead end every time. Their names might have been on the same lists, the recruiter might have called them, but that's where it ended."

      “Well, shit,” Orla sighed. “I was hopin’ I found somethin’ nobody else thought about.”

      "Girl, you got to it way quicker than we did." Then, giving her a finger gun and a wink like the old times, Ranger added, "You always have been a smart cookie. Just keep that brain workin', and you'll get there. I just know it."

      “Okay,” she nodded. “I just…”

      Stopped short by a flash of warmth and admiration from over her shoulder, Orla spoke before her old friend picked up on her overactive libido. "Did anybody check things like their phones, iPads, or anything with WIFI capability?"

      She hurried on, talking faster as the feelings coming from the blasted Dragon in the corner got stronger. "Everybody checked the laptop and desktop computers. That's SOP for local law enforcement."

      "Yep, it is." Ranger agreed. "I know Junior orders that shit before he leaves every crime scene in Jeff Davis County, right?"

      It was funny that the Director was referencing not only their hometown but one of her Packmates who just happened to be a Deputy Sheriff. Nothing got by Ranger. He knew Junior had been teaching her to be in law enforcement as soon as she was old enough to drive a truck legally.

      Nodding, she grinned. “You know it. One of the top five things you do during first looks at the scene.”

      “But you have another idea.”

      "I do," Orla confirmed. "These women are all super smart and always on the go. They wouldn't want to lug a laptop everywhere, to every meeting or every outing. They would…"

      “Carry an iPad or something like it.”

      “Absolutely! Or even use their phone to take notes and record important info.”

      “Good call,” Ranger congratulated, picking up the phone and dialing.

      No sooner had her extra-sensitive hearing picked up the ringing on the other end than did Orla hear, “Lab, Gordie speaking.”

      “Hey, Gordie, whassup?” Ranger pleasantly asked, smiling and nodding as the scientist in charge of all the labs, techs, and evidence for the entire DIA chattered away.

      When the man on the phone finally wound down and asked the Director, “And how are things with you?” Ranger replied, “Couldn’t be better personally, but here on the job, I need your help.”

      “Shoot.”

      "Did we check any electronics in the multiple missing person cases besides their phones and computers?"

      “No, Sir,” Gordie immediately answered. “We did the standard and deep dive on call logs for the cell phone, home phone, and work phone, and browser history on home and work computers.”

      “Can I add something to that?”

      “Anything for you, Ranger.”

      "Thanks, Gordie. I need you to dig deep on the browser history of all cell phones, tablets, anything electronic that connects to the internet that any and all of these young women owned, borrowed, or used."

      “I’ll put my best people on it. We’ll have reports for you in thirty-six hours or less.”

      “I would prefer less.”

      “Don’t you always.”

      Laughing when the scientist didn't wait for Ranger's reply but simply hung up, Orla chuckled, "It's good to see that I'm not the only one who hangs up when they're done talkin' to you."

      "Nope," Ranger shook his head, a grin on his face. "It seems to be happenin' more and more the longer I have this job." Shuffling through the papers on his desk, he picked up a yellow sheet and added, "This little baby will need to be filled out and scanned into the computer. Then email it to me, Gordie, and keep a copy yourself." Handing it to Orla, he nodded, "If you would please, Agent McCarthy?"

      “Well, of course, Boss." She emphasized the word, adding a cheeky grin and a wrinkle of her nose. "That is what everybody calls you around here, isn't it."

      "Yeah, it sounds weird coming out of your mouth, though."

      The snappy comeback she had all locked and loaded was cut off when Ranger’s phone rang. Holding up his finger as he looked at the screen, the Director said, “Hang on, Orla.”

      Sitting back and crossing her legs, she thought about turning around and sticking out her tongue at tall, dark, and sexy, but figured that was too childish even for her. With every minute that ticked by, her heart beat faster, her palms got sweatier, and Laoise got antsier.

      Waving her hand as she got to her feet, Agent McCarthy mouthed, “I’ll catch up with you later.”

      Frantically shaking his head, Ranger pointed to the chair she’d just vacated and mouthed, “I’m not done with you yet.” Then to Finlay O’Donnell, he added, “You can go, Fin. Talk to you later.”

      Plopping back in the seat, all she could do was mumble under her breath, “So much for an easy getaway.”
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