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      Their primary mission a failure, five brave men sacrificed themselves to scuttle the USS Kraken, vowing to protect the sub, its secrets, and their failure from ever being known. Each man damned himself and the sons who would follow to a life of eternal patrol as masters of the deep.
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      Twenty Years Ago…

      Mary Whitaker shuffled through her papers. She knew what she knew. Oh, they could tell her she was wrong, but they didn’t fool her. She’d found the missing link, the thing that would prove not only that FDR’s administration had provoked and had prior knowledge of the attack on Pearl Harbor, but they had also orchestrated a massive and monstrous cover-up to hide their shame.

      Three verified sources had quoted a member of FDR’s inner circle, saying: “The blow was heavier than he had hoped it would necessarily be... But the risks paid off; even the loss was worth the price.”

      The Guardian project bordered on science fiction. If what she had learned was true, the attacks on Pearl Harbor and Hiroshima would pale in comparison. There might have been more deaths in the attacks, but the enormity of what had been done to cover up the infamy of both the actual deed and the conspiracy to keep it secret would set military and U.S. history back on its heels.

      She wished James hadn’t felt he needed to attend the board of governors’ meeting. He hoped he could keep them from rubber-stamping her dismissal. The president of the university had warned her if she persisted in trying to prove that other Pearl Harbor conspiratorialists had only gotten it half right, her employment would be terminated. The truth was so much worse.

      Shiloh, their daughter, slept upstairs. Mary shook her head. How on earth had she ever allowed James, whose passion was the Civil War, to name their beautiful daughter after one of its bloodiest battles? The house was silent, peaceful—only the ticking of the mantle clock broke the silence.

      Then, a key in the lock. She glanced at her watch. James was home early. She took the file containing the last and most damning evidence and put it back in the secret compartment of her desk. She loved the antique desk with its hidden drawers and hidey-holes.

      Certain it had to have been a rough evening, she left her desk and walked over to the bar they’d had built into the dead space under the staircase. She got his favorite tumbler and poured him two fingers of single malt scotch. That ought to help.

      “Sweetheart, you’re earlier than you thought you’d be. The meeting must either have gone very well or very poorly.”

      She turned with the scotch in hand and a big smile on her face. She knew that losing her job meant their income would be cut in half. James had assured her financially, they would be fine. It would be tight, especially with Shiloh’s college fees, but they’d make it somehow. She stopped when it wasn’t James’ smiling face that greeted her. Three men stood in the doorway from the kitchen, all in black, with ski masks pulled over their faces and guns equipped with silencers in their hands.

      “Please,” she whispered. “Whatever you want, you can have.”

      “Oh, we’ll take what we need,” said one as he crossed over to her desk and rifled through the papers and files she had yet to put away.

      She was so glad she’d hidden the most important file separate from the rest. Mary’s eyes darted from the man gathering her files and putting them in a pack on his back to the other two men pointing guns at her. She prayed Shiloh would remain sound asleep upstairs.

      “Nice of you to put this all together for us,” her executioner continued as he removed what appeared to be a prescription pill bottle from the bag. “You really should have had this filled. Perhaps if you’d taken anti-depressants, you wouldn’t have become suicidal,” he went on in a calm tone. “No matter, the pharmacy’s records will show you had it filled shortly after your dismissal from your position.”

      Mary shook her head. “I don’t like using any kind of medication. I had a problem with pain killers a couple of years ago.”

      “You were a drug addict. Apparently, the shame and the stress were too much for you.”

      “I won’t take those.”

      “You will, or I’ll send the boys upstairs to enjoy themselves with your daughter before they kill her, then I’ll kill you and your husband and make it look like he murdered the two of you before killing himself.” He shrugged. “Makes no never mind to me. You can either cooperate, or we kill your family. What’s it going to be?”

      His tone of voice and nonchalant manner convinced her she had no choice. She had to do whatever it took to save James and Shiloh.

      “What guarantee do I have you’ll let them live?”

      “My word,” he said with little emotion. “I take no pleasure in the business that has to be done tonight, but you can’t be allowed to continue to tell your story. The adverse impact it would have on this country is far beyond your comprehension. Now, what’s it to be?” He held out the pill bottle, shaking it.

      With halting steps, she walked over to him, took the pill bottle from his hand, then returned with it and the scotch to sit on their couch.

      She had no choice.

      “Will… will it hurt?” Her voice was strained.

      “Not at all. You’ll simply go to sleep and never wake up.”

      “And you’ll leave my family alone?”

      “No one else has ever pulled all the pieces together.” He patted the backpack and nodded. “We didn’t know so many threads to the real story existed. Now that the evidence is back in our control, there’s no need. You’re the last loose end.” His voice was almost kind.

      “What if I promise…”

      “Too late, Mary. Now, take the pills—all of them—and down the scotch.” His voice had turned cold, hard.

      She spilled the pills into her trembling hand and tossed them into her mouth, downing them with the scotch, then reached for her murderer’s hand.

      “Please. Please don’t let them harm my baby.”

      “I have daughters about the same age. I give you my word. This ends with your death.”

      As her mind clouded, numbness stole through her body, and she felt the glass slip out of her hand onto the floor. Her body relaxed against the back of the couch, and the darkness of eternal sleep descended.

      “We gonna leave the kid?” one of the others asked.

      “Double-check to make sure she’s asleep.”

      She heard footsteps going up the stairs, then coming back.

      “Sound asleep.”

      “That’s it then. Head out.” She heard him return. “You did the right thing, Mary. You protected your family... and this country.”

      Would Shiloh grow up hating her? Would she and James believe she had willingly left them? They had given her no choice.

      She could hear her killers leaving and the kitchen door being bolted shut as her breathing grew labored and her life drew to a close.
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        * * *

      

      She wasn’t sleeping well. Shiloh heard the door closing and slipped out of bed to peer out the window. Three men, dressed in black, sprinted away from the house.

      Who were they? What were they doing here?

      “Mom?” she called as she trotted down the stairs. “Mom?” Reaching the foyer, she glanced into the empty living room and headed back to the den where her mother usually worked at her antique desk.

      Her mother was sprawled on the couch, her head lolling against the back. Shiloh cried out as she ran to her. Her mother was moaning. Leaning down and placing her ear close to her mother’s mouth, she thought she heard her whisper. “Forgive me.”

      There was whiskey on her mother’s breath. Her mother didn’t drink whiskey—ever. She might have the occasional umbrella drink if they were on vacation at the beach. Mary Whitaker hated the taste of her father’s scotch, going so far as to make him brush his teeth before kissing him if he’d imbibed.

      Her mother wasn’t breathing. Shiloh listened to her heart and heard nothing. Easing her mother onto the hard floor, she ran to get her phone from the charger. She spied the empty pill bottle as she almost tripped over it.

      “9-1-1 What is your emergency?”

      “My mother. I just came downstairs and found her unresponsive. I think she might have taken an overdose. I’m going to administer CPR. Please, come quick.”

      Shiloh gave them the address and then went back to her mother. She performed heart compressions, then tried to breathe air into her mother’s lungs. An ambulance siren broke the silence of the summer night, then a key in the lock—her father.

      “Daddy! It’s Mom!”

      “What the hell? Oh my God, Mary!”

      The two of them worked in tandem until the paramedics arrived. James Whitaker let them in the house, and the two trained professionals took over, to no avail. After administering several drugs and using electroshock to try and restart her mother’s heart, they informed Shiloh and her father, they were pronouncing her mother dead. The older of the two EMTs led them from the room.

      “You don’t need to see us taking her out.”

      “I want to go with her,” her father said.

      “You can meet us at the morgue if you like, but as she died in her own home with you here, there’s no need for you to come down to identify the body. They’ll do their official postmortem, and you should be able to claim the body in a day or two. I’m so very sorry for your loss.” The man seemed to pause as if he was unsure how to proceed.

      Shiloh glanced at her father. It appeared the life had gone out of him.

      “Is there something else?” she asked.

      “I saw the empty prescription bottle. We’re going to have to bag that and take it in.”

      “My mother didn’t kill herself.”

      “That’s not for me to say. Was she depressed?”

      “No, my mother loved life. She would never do what you’re suggesting.”

      “Shiloh, take it easy,” her father interjected. “Your mom was upset about her dismissal. I… I didn’t even know she’d had the prescription filled.”

      Shiloh rounded on him. “What kind of pills?”

      “Anti-depressants. The university wanted her to go quietly and made it clear my job could be in jeopardy if she didn’t.”

      “Why? Was this about Pearl Harbor?” Shiloh asked.

      “Yes.” Her father nodded. “Her inquiries, especially those involving the Freedom of Information Act, were putting off alumni contributions.”

      “So, the truth doesn’t matter?”

      Her father shook his head. “Of course, it matters, but her pet theory was scoffed at by respected historians, and it cost her everything.”

      “I saw three men in black leaving the house right before I came down.”

      “Honey, the door was locked. I’m sure it was just a trick of the light. Why don’t you go back to bed? I need to make some phone calls.”

      “I’m not tired, Dad, and I’m not a child.”

      “Fine,” James Whitaker sighed. “Then call one of your friends.”

      The other paramedic popped his head in. “We’re ready.”

      Shiloh eluded her father’s grasp and accompanied her mother, sealed in a black body bag, to the ambulance and watched as they closed the doors, expressed their sympathy, and drove away.

      Cindy Muncy, the divorcee who lived across the street, ran over. “Shiloh, honey, what happened? Who was that?”

      “My mom.” Cindy grabbed her hand. “Did you see or hear anything earlier tonight?”

      “No, sweetie. The ambulance woke me up. Is your father inside? I’ll see what I can do to help.”

      Shiloh watched Cindy head into the house. It looked as though her mother had been right. Cindy had a thing for her dad. Six months later, her father married Cindy, who helped him regain his reputation and seemingly put her mother’s death behind him.
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      Present Day…

      “Professor Whitaker! Professor Whitaker?” a voice called from down the hall.

      Sigh. They get younger each year and less cognizant of the term ‘office hours.’

      Shiloh thought about ignoring the young male voice and continuing on her way. This was her last day as a tenured professor. It had been a great gig, but never her life’s passion—just a way to earn money and garner a reputation while she pursued things that were closer to her heart… and other things that paid better. The Sea of Cortez and perhaps the San Bernardo de Calvo were waiting for her.

      “Professor Whitaker! Wait!”

      The voice was now close enough to recognize. Shiloh stopped and turned around.

      “Make it fast, Fisher.” She glanced pointedly at her vintage Omega Seamaster. “Office hours ended thirty-two minutes ago.”

      “I wanted to talk to you about my grade.”

      “Interesting. I’ve wanted to talk to you about your grade since the beginning of the session, and you missed two appointments, then blew me off. Your grade is what it is.”

      “You can’t fail me,” he argued.

      “I rather think I can… and did. What did you expect? You rarely attended class, flunked all but one exam, and did very little of the other assigned work. As usual, you’re a day late and a dollar short. I submitted the last of my grades ten minutes ago.”

      “My father contributes a lot of money to the university,” he said, drawing himself up.

      “Yes, and I’m sure the university is grateful, but it no longer matters to me. Today is my last day. I spoke with your father a few times during the semester. He shared he wasn’t interested, and it was up to you to raise your grades.”

      “This means I can’t get into law school,” he whined.

      “Not my problem.” She wanted to roll her eyes. “If you didn’t want to do the work, you shouldn’t have signed up for my class. There are lots of subjects and even more professors who are known as an easy pass… I was never one of them.”

      “No. You’re known as an uptight bitch.”

      “And we’re done,” Shiloh said, turning her back and heading down the stairwell.

      “I’ll get even with you,” he called after her.

      Shiloh waved over her head and kept walking.

      The little wanker! She grinned. She’d fallen in love with that expression while studying at Oxford.

      She wasn’t worried about Fisher’s threats. She had been one of the youngest tenured professors at the school, held three doctorates, and published regularly, but that was all a part of her past.

      Her innate ability to find previously undiscovered Spanish treasure ships had garnered her the nickname Cazadora de Tesoros, Spanish for Treasure Hunter. It was this and the project she held closest to her heart that would now be the focus of her life. The treasure hunting had allowed her to walk away from academia and live life on her own terms, and she would always be grateful.

      Shiloh climbed into the waiting Uber van with the last of the things from her office. The driver graciously helped her unload her things into her storage unit before taking her to the modest beach cottage on the windward side of Coronado she had once called home. The sold placard across the ‘for sale’ sign made her smile. She opened the electronic gate and walked under her carport for the last time. She’d loved this house when she bought it, and it had proved to be an excellent investment. It was small, intimate, and somewhat isolated. It also had its own private dock where she moored her beloved sailboat, The Sea Siren.

      It was The Sea Siren and her converted fishing trawler, The Conundrum, she would call home from now on. She opened the door for the last time and made a final walkthrough of the house. Most of her supplies and personal belongings, not in the storage unit, were already on board The Sea Siren. All she needed was to grab ice to put in the cooler for the last few things she was taking.

      Closing the door to her fridge, she felt her cell phone vibrate inside her bra, where she’d tucked it away. She fished it out from between her cleavage—why couldn’t the damn thing stay put over by the strap? No, it had to migrate between her boobs. Luckily, they were generous enough to keep it contained. Damn! It was Shenandoah, her younger half-sister. Why had her father given her two half-brothers more normal-sounding names, naming them after Civil War generals? He had named her after the famous Civil War battle and her sister after a fearsome commerce raider or a pirate of the Confederacy, the CSS Shenandoah.

      Shenandoah was the only one who ever called her. She and her father had become distant over the years:

      “Why can’t you just let it be?” Cindy had asked.

      “Because it isn’t true. My mother didn’t commit suicide,” Shiloh had responded.

      They had this same argument every year on the anniversary of her mother’s death—a death that had been ruled a suicide, even though Shiloh was convinced it had been murder.

      “Shiloh, there’s no need to speak to Cindy in that tone of voice,” her father had reprimanded.

      “I know this is a hard day for you,” Cindy had added.

      She wasn’t a bad person, and Shiloh had to admit she had helped not only her father find his footing after her mother’s death but hers as well.

      “It is, but mostly because I know I’m right, but I don’t need to take my bad mood out on you. Besides, it’s Shandy’s birthday.”

      Her half-sister was the only thing that kept her connected to her family. They talked, texted, and Zoomed on a regular basis. Shandy knew she was heading out today. It was tempting to ignore the phone call and catch up with her later, but why would she call?

      “Hey, kiddo, what’s up?” Despite their age difference, she was close to her sister.

      “Shy, it’s dad.”

      Shiloh clutched the edge of the countertop. Her father had been diagnosed the previous year with a form of early-onset, rapidly progressing Alzheimer’s disease, which had ravaged his mind. Often, he didn’t remember who he or anyone else was.

      “I hate to call you…” Her tone was hesitant.

      “I know you wouldn’t call if it wasn’t important. Has he taken another turn for the worse?”

      “No, Shy, he’s dead.”

      “What? How?” Shiloh gasped. “I thought he had a full-time nurse.”

      “He did. Mom took the boys and me out for my birthday, and when we came back home, the nurse was here, the paramedics were here…”

      “Shandy, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even know he was sick. We’d grown so far apart, even before he got sick, then after he couldn’t recognize me… I guess I just didn’t know how to help and took the easy way out.”

      “Please don’t feel guilty. He really didn’t know any of us, and it’s been getting worse. Mom didn’t think there was anything you could do to help and felt it was kinder for you to remember him before he got sick. The weird thing is that lately, he’s been having more good days than bad. It wasn’t the Alzheimer’s, although Mom thinks it was. He hung himself, Shy…”

      “No. No way. Dad would never have killed himself, especially not on your birthday. He loved you. He would never do that to you. Never.”

      “Mom says he didn’t know, and he got agitated yesterday. He was walking the floor in his study all night, muttering and cursing at people who weren’t there.”

      “Where was the nurse?”

      “His regular nurse left the agency, but they sent a substitute. He wasn’t alone.”

      “I know that. None of you did anything wrong. If he was lucid, it may well be he realized it would only get worse. I’m so sorry, sweetie.”

      “He was your dad, too.” Shandy choked back a sob.

      “He was. I’m just sorry we drifted apart.”

      “Mom never wanted that to happen…”

      “I know. Your mom is a nice person. She made him happy. I’m grateful.”

      “The funeral…”

      “Shandy, I can’t come. I’ve never been big on funerals. You caught me as I was heading out. The house is sold. I’m taking Siren and heading to the Sea of Cortez.”

      “Shy…”

      “The diving is excellent this time of year, and it’s not overly crowded. I’m so sorry.” She loved her half-sister, but she couldn’t handle her father’s funeral and all that would go with it. “Give your mom and our brothers a hug, and please express my sympathies to everyone. Stay close to your mom. I know she loved dad. I love you.”

      “I don’t want to lose you—”

      “Never happen, baby sister. Never,” Shiloh interrupted. “I have to go.”

      “Okay. I love you. Be careful.”

      Shiloh ended the call and stared at the cell phone. Maybe she should go, but there wasn’t anything she could do. She and her father had lost touch and drifted apart long before Alzheimer’s claimed him. The only person she was close to in her father’s new family was her sister. She hoped they didn’t lose touch.

      Shaking her head to clear the maudlin thoughts, she checked her mailbox for the last time, stuffed the mail into her duffle, slung it and her SCUBA gear over her shoulder, picked up the cooler, and walked down the long dock. Once she had everything stowed away, she unfurled the sails and headed out of the small inlet, sailing south along the California coast.

      Once she was well away from the commercial and recreational traffic, she had the sea to herself. She knew the route well and was offshore enough she could use her navigational autopilot. She went below and dug out the last of the mail, shredding everything that wasn’t relevant. For the most part, it was dull as dirt, then her breath caught in her throat. A manilla envelope with her address in her father’s bold hand. She used her long, manicured fingernail under the flap to open it. It contained a file folder and a piece of paper that slipped out.

      Shiloh,

      Your mother was right. There were two USS Krakens—the first was scuttled to protect the secret, then they commissioned a replacement, so no one would know. I think your mom had the evidence she needed to shine a light on what they did, and I don’t think they got all of it.

      I should have believed you, baby, when you said you saw three men leaving the house that night. I think they killed her to keep her silent.

      I know you’re headed off on your first sojourn of your new path. Good hunting. When you get back, come for a visit, and we’ll have dinner.

      You were right… and so was your mother.

      
        
        Love,

        Dad

      

      

      Shiloh’s heart clutched in her chest, and for a moment, she couldn’t breathe. He didn’t sound delusional or suicidal. She had never believed her mother had killed herself. Her parents had been history professors at a small private university in Maine, beloved by their students. When her mother had started spinning conspiracy theories about some kind of foreknowledge and massive cover-up about Pearl Harbor, she’d been discredited and forced to leave her position.

      Now, her father was dead. Shiloh replaced the paper in the envelope with the file folder and stuffed it into her duffle.
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        * * *

      

      She arrived in San Felipe, smiling as she saw the slip next to The Conundrum had been vacated and her name assigned to it. The Conundrum was a small fishing trawler she had converted to her research vessel. She had spent a considerable amount of money to ensure it was safe and comfortable, with state-of-the-art electronics and a landing spot for her personal submersible. She didn’t need a crew to make it easily navigable by herself. Many treasure hunters avoided the Sea of Cortez, believing the risks far outweighed the potential reward. They were wrong.

      The Sea of Cortez might well be the breeding grounds for the Great White shark, but she had also discovered it was the graveyard for several undiscovered rich Spanish treasure ships. They might not be as plentiful as the waters of the Caribbean, but she’d found the government officials in Mexico were far easier to deal with than their Spanish counterparts.

      If her mother was right, it was also the final resting place of a closely guarded conspiracy that would cause historians to rethink the Second World War and America’s entry into it.
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      “Hey, Mason!”

      Tensing, he wiped the sweat from his brow and turned to see Henry Harrison striding toward him. Harrison was the last person he wanted to see. After coming back to base, all Mason wanted to do was work out and be left the hell alone. He needed to center himself again. Couldn’t Harrison see he had things on his mind? Couldn’t they all read the signs?

      “I heard you were here,” Harrison smirked, leaning against a weight stack.

      “No shit.” Mason’s response was brusque as he leaned back on the weight bench. “What do you want, Lieutenant? I’m busy.”

      “Apologies, Commander.”

      The younger man straightened, his hand rising to a salute, and despite the irritation rising in Mason’s chest, his lips curled at the gesture. Harrison was a pain in the ass, but he was a good kid at heart and in recent months, had become something of Mason’s protege.

      “I’ll leave you to work out.”

      “No.” Mason rose, shaking his head. It was the closest to an apology Harrison would get. “You’re here now. What is it?”

      “I wanted to ask your advice.” Harrison’s expression faltered, and Mason could tell he was struggling for the right words.

      “Woman trouble again?” He could hardly resist the sardonic tone.

      Harrison was so young and hot-headed, just as he had been once, but at thirty-six, those times were over. Mason had little time for chasing his desire now. These days, everything was about duty.

      “Yeah.” Harrison’s eyes fluttered closed for a moment. “Something like that.”

      “Wanna go for a drink and talk about it properly?” A flicker of regret twinged in Mason’s gut. He liked the younger guy, and Harrison wasn’t to blame for the weight of responsibility piling on Mason’s shoulders.

      “Yes, sir.” Gratitude flashed in his subordinate’s eyes.

      Blowing out a breath, Mason eased back against the leather bench. “I’m busy tonight, but we can grab a beer tomorrow.” He noticed Harrison’s smile at the suggestion. “Find me by six o’clock,” Mason instructed. “I’ll need to leave by eight.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Stepping away from the weights, his grin grew. “I appreciate it.”

      Harrison knew how to appeal to Mason’s humanity, one of the few who could compel his time when most people just pissed him off. Harrison was like the younger brother he never had.

      “Get outta here.” Smirking, Mason threw his sweaty towel at the lieutenant. “I need to get this work out finished before I leave.”

      “Sure.” Harrison sniggered, catching the offending article in the air and lobbing it back in his superior’s direction. “I’m gone.”

      Mason’s gaze narrowed as he watched the younger man strut away, a part of him envious as he turned back to the barbell over his head. What he wouldn’t give to only have women on his mind.

      Gripping the metal bar, he released it from the stack, taking the strain of the one hundred and eighty pounds against his chest before he pressed it into the air. Mason loved the sea, always had, but when he wasn’t in the water, he loved to push weights. Few things made him happier than testing his strength and agility, and nothing got the blood pumping like exercise… well, almost nothing. He’d shred his muscles until he couldn’t push another weight, then once he’d refueled, he’d be back to the ocean.
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        * * *

      

      Mason pulled up his Harley Davidson, switching off the engine as he gazed at the dark water. A silent urge ached through his body, the compulsion to be part of the oceanic environment coursing through him like adrenaline. Whenever he was away for more than a few hours, he longed for it, for the quiet drama of the riptide and the immersive space of the endless sea. It didn’t matter how many hours he spent in the gym or how hard he worked, nothing could compare to the feeling of water sliding over his skin, and naturally, his mutation meant he valued it more than most.

      Wheeling the huge bike into the nearby garage, he stripped off his shirt, discarding it on the seat. Clothes were so restrictive, and no matter how many years he was forced to endure them, Mason never saw their appeal. He was so much more content as nature had intended him—stripped and ready to dive into the water. His limbs tingled as he wandered back to take in the view. The Pacific lapped at the shore, its relentless pursuit foreboding to some, but to Mason, nothing had ever looked so enticing. His pants soon joined his shirt, and balancing his sunglasses on top of the pile, he locked the garage, hiding the key in its usual place. La Jolla beach was deserted at this time of night, and he’d had no problems with thieves in the past. It was as if other people could sense the danger gleaming in his eyes. Nine times out of ten, they avoided him, staying away, which suited him fine.

      Breathing in the evening air, he stalked across the sand. Only the evanescent moonlight lit his path, but Mason knew the way to the ocean, the pull of the tide as magnetic to him as the polar energy fields. The water kissed his toes as he strode on, prowling in the shallows. The tremble in his gut assured him it wouldn’t be long now. As soon as he was fully submerged, the change would come. Mason strode out as far as his six and a half feet allowed before taking his final breath and diving into the water.

      Enveloped in its welcome caress, he powered through the waves, aware of the shift before it happened. He knew the process well enough by now, having lived with its bizarre benefits and burdens for as long as he could recall. He never tired of the rush, the sense of authority as his muscular body transformed from man to the powerful predator which dominated the oceans. By the time he broke the water again, it was Mason’s dorsal fin that cut the waves, its sleek triangular shape ominous, but of course, there was no one to witness it. People didn’t come this far out at this time of the night. The evening was when the big fish, predators like Mason, came out to hunt.

      Diving into the blue, exhilaration filled him. He still didn’t understand all the reasons for his mutation. Professor Warren had gone through the details with him on more than one occasion, and he knew, along with several others, he was the most recent generation of his kind. They were men who walked the land like everyone else but shifted into enormous sharks. They were easily distinguishable from their pureblooded relatives by their substantially larger size. The change or shift was triggered within moments of saltwater washing over their flesh. He comprehended the thrill of his hybrid form and reveled in his speed and dexterity in the water, though the causes of the condition remained sketchy.

      Warren had said something vague about a government project gone wrong, something to do with the original patrol, some link to saving American lives, and continuing to protect national interests. After Pearl Harbor, his kind had been doomed to swim the ocean, protecting the same desolate underwater fortress his father and those who had gone before had defended—the USS Kraken.

      He never really delved much deeper into the explanations, allowing his instincts to guide where logic eluded him, and those reflexes told him to return. To make the same journey south to the Sea of Cortez night after night, to prowl the remains of the ghostly sub and ensure no one ever discovered the secrets she harbored. Secrets he’d been told could unleash devastation on the American mainland. While he chose not to appreciate the finer details, it was that secret that bored straight into his soul. Something about that submarine was pivotal to Mason in an almost primal way. Every fiber of his being was aware he would continue this relentless journey as sure as the moon would lead the tide back to shore.

      He swam for hours, faster than the other sharks lurking in the deep. His mutation made him stronger, his senses heightened, and he could make the vast journey in record time. Mason rarely had troubles with other marine life, most whales and sharks keeping their distance as if they recognized there was something innately different about him. He was neither shark nor man but a strapping, dynamic variation of the two—thriving in the water, as well as dominating on the land. The rhythmic torrent of the tides was as natural as the sound of his own heartbeat. Mason knew the way without ever seeing it on a map. For a time, he’d followed his father, Matthew Lockheart, observing his travels and how he patrolled the gray wreckage, but they’d always had a strained relationship at best.

      Great Whites were loners by nature. They kept to themselves, a pattern father and son had inherited. It was only when Matthew died in a sudden traffic collision that the call of the ocean had become unbearable. In his heart, Mason had known it was time—time for him to step up and answer the call of the Kraken.

      Gliding through the water, he sensed he was close to his goal. It would be the early hours of the morning by the time he reached the sub, and he’d stay for as long as it suited him or until he needed to feed or rest. He wasn’t the only shifter who toured these waters, but Mason had known nothing about their presence until his father’s death pushed him into this haunting routine. When he first discovered others guarded the Kraken, hostilities had run high—he still had the scars to prove it—the sea a perilous world of testosterone and teeth.

      These days, proceedings were calmer. The four other sharks—Zak, Flynn, Logan, and Nash—formed a regular patrol around the site, none of them causing a problem for the others. Their fathers and all of those who had come before had forged a community of sorts. While most of their life was spent on land, each man called to the Kraken became a SEAL. Duties completed, they retired to the undersea base, El Jardin Secreto, the clandestine city of sharks protected by the ancient waters of the Gulf of California.

      They were comrades at arms and sometimes, even friends, but like their altered selves, they tended to be solitary. The exception was Zak, the fierce Tiger Shark who had become a loyal buddy. Mason had been called to duty before Zak and had shown him the ropes. Inhabited by both indigenous and hybrid species, El Jardin was another secret Mason was bound to protect. No human outside of the project had ever been exposed to its natural underwater wealth before, and he knew none could be trusted. The marine life there only abided the shifters because they were sworn to silence. Mason, like the others, had vowed to preserve its sanctity.

      Crossing the depths and closing in on the Kraken, he received the first telltale signs of company, electrical currents in the water that spoke of movement, and it was significant—another large shark.

      “Mason.” Zak’s voice resonated through the water, discernible less by sound and more via the electroreceptors at the base of his dermis.

      One swish of Mason’s tail drew him to the submerged sub, its evocative shape looming through the gloom just as Zak swam into view.

      “I was wondering when you’d show.” Swimming toward him, Zak turned away just in time to avoid a collision, his desire to jostle for dominance one reason Mason enjoyed his company so much.

      “Scared you couldn’t handle the responsibility?” Mason’s wry tone echoed through the water. “Need a real shark to come to your rescue?”

      “You’re not a real shark!” Zak’s dark laughter reverberated around him. “You’re half-piscine and half-man, just like me.”

      “Considerably stronger than you, though.” Mason swooped, beginning his first circuit of the abandoned vessel. “And better looking.”

      Zak approached from the opposite direction, his powerful tail propelling him in Mason’s direction. “Well, thank goodness you’re here.”

      Mason could sense the irony in his tone.

      “It’s time you did some work for a change.” Zak rushed past him, frightening away any of the smaller fish who had been brave enough to swim from their hiding places.

      “At ease, soldier.” Mason eyed the wreck as he glided past it. “Commander Lockheart is on patrol.”
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      Shiloh was glad to see her supplies had been delivered and were waiting dockside next to The Conundrum. She stowed her gear, then began loading the boat.

      “Dr. Whitaker!”

      That was not a voice she wanted to hear.

      “Hello, Schumacher,” she called as she got her groceries loaded on board.

      “Are you headed out?” he asked from the dock.

      “No, Schumacher, I quit my job and sailed down from San Diego just to load all these supplies so I can sit in the marina.” Schumacher laughed. Shiloh was never sure if he ignored her sarcasm or if it just went over his head.

      “May I come aboard?” he asked congenially.

      She wasn’t sure what it was, but there was something about Schumacher and his overly friendly and familiar manner that rankled her.

      “I’d rather you didn’t. I need to get these supplies loaded, then get locked down for the night.”

      “Leaving at first light?”

      Why did it matter to him?

      “Probably early. I won’t set an alarm, but I want to be ready to go, so all I have to do is get dressed and head out.”

      “More treasure hunting? Which ship is it this time?”

      “You know Schumacher, treasure hunting is my hobby. I am also a noted expert in marine biology, sharks in particular. There’s a group of us who’ve been trying to figure out if the Great Whites have a specific breeding season. We know the Sea of Cortez is a preferred breeding ground. I have a couple of weeks to myself, so I came down to do some observations.” She continued to work as she talked.

      “You’re very secretive, aren’t you?”

      She stepped off her boat and onto the dock. Taking a stride into his space, she smiled as he scuttled back.

      “And you’re very nosy.”

      Without a word, Schumacher turned on his heel and left. Still smiling, Shiloh picked up another thirty-six-pack of bottled water and toted it on board.

      The sun was setting by the time she had everything squared away. After making enough fresh salsa to last for her trip, Shiloh grilled some sea bass and prepared a couple of soft fish tacos with peppers, beans, and rice, as well as a peach margarita on the rocks, no salt. Coming up from the galley below, she made herself comfortable, resting her feet on the railing, and watched as the great yellow orb disappeared below the horizon, letting her mind drift, soaking in the sunset.

      Once the light dimmed, Shiloh set her perimeter alarms on the boat and entered the wheelhouse, heading down to her sleeping quarters and office below. She locked the door behind her and set the interior alarm. She’d had no issues, but she wanted to be prepared. As her father had always said, forewarned is forearmed.

      Her father. They hadn’t been close, but learning of his death had rattled her—perhaps more than she might like to admit. It wasn’t just that he was dead; it was the way he died. He mailed her an envelope with a file, he said was her mother’s, and a note explaining he’d come to believe she’d been right all along. The timing felt all too familiar. Her mother had been killed after finding what she thought was vital evidence. Could the same be true of her father?

      She opened the envelope and reread his note, withdrawing the file as she did. The file wasn’t overly thick but contained within was old-fashioned microfiche. God, did anyone even have a machine to read them? San Felipe was a small town. If the library ever had a reader, it most likely was long gone. It would have to wait until she returned to the States.

      Shiloh’s breath caught in her throat. In her hands were maps and documents with her mother’s beautiful handwriting in the margins. Shiloh had always admired it—feminine, elegant… so like her mother. There was a hand-drawn map, noting depths and currents.

      Her mother had believed there were two USS Krakens, the second built and deployed after the first had been sent to the ocean floor to keep the secret of what had really happened before the United States had entered World War II. The most damning piece of evidence was the manifest of supplies delivered to the Kraken, dated September 11, 1941, almost three months before Pearl Harbor and a little over two-and-a-half years before the Navy’s records indicated it was launched on April 30, 1944. Her mother believed the original USS Kraken had slid into the water on April 3, 1941. It wouldn’t have been overly difficult to change the dates in the handwritten records of the time to hide Kraken’s true launch date.

      She turned off the lights in her cabin and saw a light doused on the dock outside. Grabbing her night vision goggles, she looked at the window, using the cover of darkness to conceal her interest. Schumacher. What the hell was he doing out there? Shiloh watched as he returned to his boat, two slips over. He didn’t live on his boat, so she wondered again what he was doing at the marina, especially at this time of night.

      Shiloh sat in the darkness and watched as Schumacher returned again and again as if to reassure himself that she was still moored in her slip. She waited and watched. When she saw him walk up the ramp to where his car was parked, she made ready to leave, casting off and allowing the trawler to drift on the current until she was sure Schumacher was gone. Shiloh wasn’t sure why she didn’t want him to know when she left or what direction she went, only knew she didn’t. Once she was well away, she started the motor and left the marina, turning off her locater beacon and reducing her running lights to minimal. Some were required by law, but those that weren’t, she kept dark.

      Heading into the deeper waters of the Sea of Cortez, she turned on her transducer, fish finder, and sonar. She knew this part of the gulf’s seafloor was made up of varying degrees of depth and had larger crater-like formations, some ten thousand feet deep, far beyond the capabilities of her electronic devices. Shiloh mapped out an area she felt was her best bet at finding her prey and laid out a grid search pattern.

      Armed with her own research and her mother’s notes, she was hopeful she’d locate the wreck in what would be the northern end of the gulf. She was certified to dive up to one hundred and thirty feet, but The Conundrum carried her small Triton submarine, she’d christened Tiburon, capable of diving over sixteen hundred feet. Anything deeper, she’d need to see about renting a small industrial sub. The Project Neptune submersible had been expensive, but Shiloh had justified it as a necessary expense to expand her treasure hunting and other activities.

      Being a tenured professor at the university had provided great health insurance benefits, but dealing with increasingly entitled students like Fisher and the political bullshit involved made her more lucrative job as a treasure hunter far more appealing. Although it was not without its pitfalls—pirates of all kinds abounded. Many would just as soon slit your throat to steal from you, while others merely wanted to steal your acclaim, your reputation, or the treasure itself. She had found threads to the secret of El Dorado not being on land but like Atlantis, being swallowed up by the sea.

      Then there was her true passion—proving her mother’s theory and vindicating her. The idea of bringing those who had killed her—Shiloh was convinced her mother had been murdered—to justice was a flight of fancy. Proving her mother had been right was the real prize—it was what her mother would have wanted and the thing she and her father had fought bitterly about.

      If El Dorado actually existed or she could prove her mother had been right, she would be set for life, both financially and professionally. Shiloh held three doctorates—one in History, specializing in the conquistadors, one in Marine Biology, and one in Oceanography.
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        * * *

      

      She anchored in a small, hidden cove to get some sleep but was awake as the sun crept over the horizon. Making a cup of dark, French roast, she went up to the cockpit, started her engines, laid in her course, and searched the ocean floor, marking places too deep for her instruments to register accurate findings to go back and investigate at a later date.

      Watching the fish finder, she realized a small group of large fish were swarming and circling one area in particular. According to her calculations and readings, they appeared to be five of the most dangerous predators—the Great White, the Tiger Shark, the Oceanic Whitetip, the Shortfin Mako, and the Bull Shark. What was an Oceanic Whitetip doing this close to shore? She hadn’t lied to Schumacher. She was knowledgeable about sharks and one of several marine biologists who were trying to learn more about the elusive Great White. Despite the public’s fascination with them, there was still so much they didn’t know.

      One thing they knew was Great Whites didn’t school, and shark species never intermingled. Rarely, they might be in the same vicinity in a feeding frenzy, but even then, the males attacked one another to establish dominance. She watched their images beeping and followed their pattern—and there was most definitely a pattern. They seemed to be moving in a counterclockwise circular configuration, occasionally crisscrossing diagonally but mostly weaving in and around something.

      She turned on her newest toy—an elaborate sonar that could produce a recognizable image. Its range wasn’t as great as she might have liked, but it was portable and could be connected to the existing sonar beacon on the bottom of Tiburon. She hauled it over to the sub, returning to the cockpit to grab her SCUBA gear. She didn’t need it to breathe in the sub, but she always had it on board, just in case. After loading her gear, she returned to the controls of her hydraulic crane and lifted the sub from the deck, placing it in the water. Locking down The Conundrum, she climbed into the submersible as it bobbed on the water’s surface, then cast off.

      Sealing the sub closed, she settled into the pilot’s seat, ensured that all systems were working, including the sonar mapping device, and began her descent. The sub didn’t dive, the motion more a gentle sinking. She watched as the surface of the water crept up along the bubble as the underwater craft became fully submerged. The automatic lights came on, and the deep blue of the surrounding water made her feel at home.

      It was odd, but she felt more a part of the ocean’s undersea world in the sub than in her SCUBA gear. Generally, sea life was more curious and less inclined to be frightened or aggressive with the sub than when she was diving. Tiburon allowed her to glide through the water with the same speed and grace as the larger predatory fish and sea mammals that inhabited it.

      Engaging the engines, she dove to the floor of the ocean or at least to the limit of the sub’s safest depth. She turned on the sonar and watched as it converted waves and pings to images on her view screen. Mesmerized, she watched as several large sharks patrolled by her, one seeming to circle her to investigate her intrusion into their world. At first, she thought they were females since they were much larger than she’d seen in the past, but then realized she was looking at five enormous males, each one a different species.

      Fascinated, she followed the most sizable of the group. Initially, it seemed to ignore her, then swam back around her, circling several times, bumping the sub in a way that seemed controlled and deliberate but not necessarily aggressive. She watched as it glided past her over and over, seeming to lock eyes with her on one pass, but Shiloh knew that was impossible. Sharks were apex predators who didn’t interact with lesser beings.

      Something rammed her flank, powerful enough to cause Tiburon to fishtail, which she acknowledged was a bit of an ironic term. The large Great White swished its tail, propelling it forward with tremendous speed and strength. She watched as it challenged a Tiger Shark, forcing it away from her.

      The sudden beeping of the sonar caught her attention. The 3-D imaging was picking up something. Once again, the sub was rocked violently both by a body slam from the large shark and the resulting wake as it rushed past her. It turned, coming straight back at her. It looked as though it meant to ram her, diving underneath her at the last minute, attacking her camera and the sonar beacon. In an instant, she had no way to record anything. The Great White batted her with its tail, making Tiburon rock violently.

      Deciding discretion was the better part of valor, she headed for the surface. She glanced below, and the enormous shark was following her… stalking her, which made no sense. Shivering, she engaged the full engines. Shiloh was relieved when it gave up its pursuit and sank back into the depths of the sea. As she drew alongside The Conundrum, she scanned the area for any sign of it. Once again above the waves, she carefully tied up to the trawler and disembarked.

      Shiloh attached the crane to the harness that allowed her to lift the submersible out of the water, then crossed the deck to work the hydraulics, hauling Tiburon up out of the water, swinging it over the railing. She stopped the crane above the deck, so she could look at the damage to the sub.

      Shit! That was going to be expensive.

      There was a large gouge and the jagged impression of teeth. It appeared the shark had taken a liking to her expensive equipment, ripping both camera and sonar beacon from the sub’s undercarriage. Returning to the operating controls, she lowered the underwater craft back to its docking area on deck and secured it. She went to her wheelhouse and placed a call to the manufacturer in Florida.

      “Dr. Whitaker! How nice to hear from you. Nothing wrong with Tiburon is there?” asked Peter Barringer, one of the chief designers of her craft.

      Shiloh laughed. “Nothing wrong, but my camera and sonar beacon have both been ripped from the undercarriage.”

      “How? We design the subs to be practically indestructible. Any damage to the hull?”

      “None. Let’s just say Great White one, camera/sonar beacon zero.”

      “A Great White? Are you sure?” He sounded intrigued. “That’s a stupid question. Of course, you’re sure. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. I got the distinct impression it didn’t want me down there. It was the oddest thing—a small group of huge male sharks of different species swimming, not together but in a definite pattern. At any rate, can someone send me new ones?”

      “Of course, but they’ll need to be installed. What’s your closest port with an airport close by?” asked Peter.

      “Probably San Diego.”

      “What about La Jolla? There’s a small marina there that we’ve used for repairs before. Can you meet me tomorrow evening?”

      “I can. I’ll need to stop for additional fuel, but text me the coordinates, and I’ll start heading your way. I should be there by the afternoon.”

      “Looking forward to it.”

      Shiloh weighed anchor, got the coordinates from Peter’s text, and headed south out of the Sea of Cortez before turning north and traveling up the Baja Peninsula, then up the Pacific Coast of the United States. She thought about finding a sheltered spot to anchor for the night but decided to continue until she reached the marina in La Jolla.

      The fish finder indicated there was something large swimming off to port. Grabbing her night vision goggles, she scanned the dark sea. Shiloh took a deep breath and a step back as she spotted the large dorsal fin cutting through the water. It kept pace with her for several miles, regulating its speed to match hers until finally, it sank below the surface and swam out of range.

      After a long night and the better part of the following morning, Shiloh entered the swanky marina filled with million-dollar yachts. Her trawler looked woefully out of place—a plow horse among Kentucky Derby winners.

      “Dr. Whitaker!” a friendly voice called from a small powerboat that came alongside. “Mr. Barringer told us to expect you. I’m Carl Hutchins. This is my marina. I have a nice slip for you close to the clubhouse.”

      “Thank you.” She followed him into the marina and docked in the space he indicated.

      “Mr. Barringer has been delayed and has asked we extend you every courtesy. May I buy you a drink?”

      She grinned at him. “I’m not dressed for the yachting set. Will Peter be here tonight?”

      “Unfortunately, no. He said he’d meet you at seven tomorrow morning unless that was too early.”

      “No, that’ll be fine. We’re close to Coronado. Can you direct me to a local place, not one where you’d send tourists? I’d like to get some sleep, then head out for a burger, a margarita, and some pool.”

      Perhaps if she got lucky, she’d find some hunky SEAL to spend some time with. The encounter with the sharks had left her unsettled. Getting laid would go a long way toward soothing her irritability. She was pissed the Great White had attacked her, which was totally irrational as it couldn’t have done it deliberately, somehow knowing it would cripple her investigation.

      Hutchins laughed. “Sounds like you’d enjoy the Rusty Pelican. The burgers are the best in La Jolla, and it’s a laid-back, unpretentious place.”

      “Sounds perfect. I’ll bet you have some paperwork for me to fill out.”

      “No, Mr. Barringer has taken care of it,” he said, writing something on a slip of paper. “Here’s the address and the name of the Uber driver we use to get guests home who have imbibed too much.”

      “Perfect. Thank you.”

      “Anything else we can do to be of service?”

      “Nope, I’m good.” She waved him off and set her perimeter alarms before heading below, closing and locking the door and setting her secondary alarm. Curiously, she was more concerned with her wellbeing here in La Jolla than in San Felipe.

      At home on dry land, Shiloh preferred to sleep nude, but on the boat, she mostly slept in a t-shirt or a t-shirt and boxers. Stripping out of her clothes, she crawled into her king-sized berth. She barely laid her head on the pillow before her eyes fluttered closed and sleep claimed her.

      Shiloh knew she was dreaming, yet it seemed so real. The muscular, dark-haired man towered over her. The jukebox was playing classic rock-and-roll music.

      “You shouldn’t have been there. It’s dangerous for you,” he growled, leaning into her, his arms caging, so she was trapped with her back against the wall.

      “I need to know the truth,” Shiloh countered.

      “No, you need to leave and never return.”

      “I don’t recall asking for your permission.”

      “You’ll do as I tell you.”

      “If you believe that, you don’t know me too well.”

      “I can remedy that.” He grinned a feral smile, showing perfectly even, pearly white teeth. The man fisted her hair, lighting up her scalp as he tilted her head back. His mouth hovered over hers for only a moment before he fused his lips to hers, his tongue running along the seam of her lips. She tried to breathe, and the briefest parting of her lips allowed his tongue to surge inside, his tongue sliding along hers.

      She knew she should fight, protest, anything to stop him or at least alert others she needed help.

      “If I decide you’re mine,” he whispered in a low, angry tone, “no one will save you from me.”

      The kiss turned from taunting and seductive to dominating and brutal in an instant. He pressed her back into the wall and devoured her mouth like a starving man. His tongue swept through her mouth as he pressed the long, hard length in his jeans against her belly. It had been so long. So long since anything had moved her.

      His hand controlled the position of her head, tugging it back so her throat was exposed. He nibbled his way from her mouth to her jawline, then down her throat—nipping, licking, sucking. God, he felt incredible. His other hand swept down her spine, cupping her ass and drawing her in even closer.

      Her nipples beaded, and her body began a fine tremor of need as desire swirled somewhere deep in her core. She felt drunk… drugged…mesmerized, as if she had no will of her own. He kissed his way back up the other side of her throat and jaw until he was back at her mouth.

      Shiloh could feel raw, masculine power rushing through his body as his tongue surged back into her mouth, taking command—tasting, exploring, savoring. His hand tightened in her hair as he stepped into her, his hard thigh rubbing between her own. His hand kneaded her ass, a brutal caress that lifted her onto her tiptoes and made her body come alive as arousal flared and burned a bright path all along her nerve endings. She moaned into his mouth, understanding this wasn’t a polite seduction but a dominant possession.

      She raised her hands, intending to push against his chest, but they wrapped around his neck. Running her fingers through the soft, silky brush of hair they found there, it was so soft—likely the only soft thing about him. His cock throbbing against her belly was anything but soft. Her hands left the nape of his neck, circling his shoulders, running down the heavily muscled arms before moving back to explore the planes of his shoulder blades.

      He growled again, and she answered—purring into his mouth and ceding control to him. Her hands moved toward his spine but encountered a barrier. She stroked along its razor-sharp edge, the texture rough like sandpaper and in the shape of a triangle—not like something he wore strapped to his body, but a part of him. As he pressed against her, her mind clouded with desire until identification emerged—a dorsal fin.
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      Who was she?

      The question haunted Mason during the swim back to La Jolla, just as it had goaded him after their encounter. Who was the redhead with the large blue eyes, and why the hell was she snooping around? The woman was out of her depth, in more ways than one, but as he considered her, it wasn’t only anger that surfaced. Yes, her attention and fancy technology were unwelcome around the sub, he and the others spent their lives protecting. Whatever she thought she was looking for, whatever her intentions, he would ensure he knocked her off course, just as he’d sent her expensive recording equipment plummeting to the depths below.

      However, that wasn’t the problem or the reason her flushed face was burned into his memory. There was something else—something about her—something that spoke to the man lurking inside the shark. The look of her pale skin stirred him, his interest growing with each circuit he’d made of her underwater vehicle. He’d done his duty, discarded her ability to trace the submarine, and sent her to the surface, but he’d imagined doing much more. He’d envisioned running his hands through that luscious red hair, his fingers tightening in those locks until she gasped. If he thought hard enough, it wasn’t the water he could hear running past his gills but her breathy pants, the sound inciting urges he rarely indulged.

      Apex predators like him were usually only compelled by two or three primal urges—the need to feed, to assert their dominance, and occasionally, the desire to mate, though generally, large sharks only mated for procreative purposes. The other males in the ocean had discovered for themselves how volatile those piscine interactions could be. Female Great Whites were strong and often unwilling to engage, much like their human counterparts, who played an even more complicated game.

      Mason was a good-looking guy, but he’d decided long ago to never mix business with pleasure. Sex only dirtied the water. These days, he kept his erotic dalliances to a minimum, preferring to concentrate on his naval career when the call of the Kraken wasn’t dominating his time and attention. That was why the redhead was so compelling. She’d called to a facet of him he kept well buried, provoking a primitive response. Even after she was long gone, the idea of her taunted him.

      Wrestling with the riddle, he arrived back at the beach just as the day was dawning. Back in his human form, he stalked across the sand toward the garage, allowing the sunshine to dry his body as he gazed out at the ocean. The marinas of La Jolla were sprawled out in the distance, the light gleaming off the lavish yachts moored there. A part of him envied those people, their extravagant lifestyles nothing like the service and duty he knew, but mostly, he just begrudged their ignorance. They would never need to know what lurked below, never be troubled by the secrets he concealed.

      Mason sighed, pulling on his pants, shirt, and boots before he wheeled his beloved bike back to the road. Whoever the redhead was, she wasn’t important. He’d seen her off and made sure she couldn’t gain any new information about the Kraken. If she was stupid enough to return, he’d ensure she was too terrified to ever put a toe in the water again.

      Smiling, he climbed onto his bike. When he wasn’t in the water or working out, it was this beast he loved, her thrumming engine bringing him back to life. With one final glance over his shoulder to ensure everything was in order, he pulled away. It was time to get back to base.
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        * * *

      

      The day was as long as it was hot, and after finally enduring one of Captain Monroe’s lengthier tirades about discipline on the base, he just had time to hit the gym. Mason was stepping out of the sports complex when Harrison found him.

      “Sir.” The younger man saluted at his approach, clearly reticent after Mason’s response yesterday.

      “At ease,” Mason joked, sliding his locker key into his pocket. He spent so much time in the water, he’d taken to storing most of his possessions on base. “Still fancy that beer?”

      “Yes, please.” Harrison grinned.

      “Come on then.” Roughly patting Harrison on the back, Mason guided them out to the parking lot. A warm evening breeze rounded the corner to greet them as Harrison wandered to his car.

      “Let’s walk.” It was more command than suggestion. “The Rusty Pelican is only a couple of blocks away, and you don’t want to risk a DUI.”

      “True.” Harrison nodded guiltily. “The walk will be good for me.”

      “So, what’s new?”

      Mason resisted the urge to meet his subordinate’s eyes as they made the short walk. Passing the enormous security gate, he knew Harrison had something he wanted to say but sensed it would be easier for him once they were away from the restrictions of military life.

      “It’s Sally.”

      “Ah, of course.” He smirked at the thought of Harrison’s girlfriend. Blondes weren’t usually his type, but since the encounter with the mysterious redhead, he seemed to have sex on the brain. “How is the lovely Sally?”

      “Pregnant.” Harrison sighed, his head falling. “I’m wondering if I should pop the question.”

      “Pregnant?” Mason’s feet halted. “Jesus, Harrison. What were you thinking?”

      “It was a mistake.” Harrison’s tone was imploring. “We were using protection, but somehow…”

      “Somehow, she still got pregnant?”

      “Right.”

      “Does she want to keep the baby?” Mason regretted his initial judgmental timbre. Harrison and Sally had been dating for a while, but there was no way either of them would have planned this.

      “She doesn’t know.” Slipping his hands into his pockets, the young man looked defeated. “Neither of us do. I love her, Mason, I really do, but marriage and kids?” He shrugged. “We’re too young for all that, aren’t we?”

      “I’m probably not the best person to advise on either.” Mason blew out a breath. “But I don’t think there’s such a thing as a perfect age to become parents.”

      “You think we should keep the baby?”

      Harrison’s feet started moving again, trudging slowly toward their destination. The loud rock music spilling from up ahead suggested the Rusty Pelican was already open for business.

      “That’s not what I said,” Mason corrected. “I think you should talk it through with Sally and do what’s right for you both.”

      “Shit.”

      “It’ll be okay.” He had no way of knowing that, of course, but every fiber of Harrison screamed for reassurance. “And I’m here if you need me, you know that.”

      “Thanks.” Harrison managed a grateful smile as they crossed the road. “I had to tell someone. I hate keeping secrets, and I’ve been going insane thinking about it.”

      “I understand.” He did understand, more than Harrison realized. “Listen, let’s have a beer, and you can get it all off your chest.”

      The bar was only a few feet away, and as they approached, he held the door for Harrison, watching as the glum lieutenant strode inside. The Rusty Pelican had been open for years and was a regular hangout for those serving on the base, but tonight, it was full of faces he didn’t recognize. Probably for the best. Mason’s focus flitted back to his angst-ridden friend, already at the bar. Harrison wouldn’t want the entire base knowing his business.

      “Good evening, gentlemen! What can I get for you?”

      Mason’s lips curled at Sam’s greeting, his hand rising to acknowledge his toothy grin, though it was a wonder he could hear him at all over the blaring music. He’d known Sam, the owner, for an eternity, yet somehow, Sam’s enthusiasm for his trade never diminished. Mason respected that.

      “Two beers, Sam, please.” Harrison was trying to sound upbeat as he shouted the request, turning to find Mason already seated at a nearby table close to the entrance.

      “I’ll bring them over,” Sam hollered back, already reaching for a glass.

      “So, how far along is Sally?” This wasn’t exactly the conversation Mason had in mind when he’d contemplated a social drink with Harrison, but it was clear the lieutenant needed support.

      “About eight weeks.” He lifted his palm to his face. “I think.”

      “That’s good,” Mason reassured the young man. “It means you still have options.”

      “Here we go, gentlemen.” Sam loomed over them, placing the bottles of beer and glasses down on the table. “Enjoy.”

      “Thanks, man.” Mason nodded in his direction as he turned. Perhaps Sam sensed the prevailing mood at the table, but he didn’t hang around to talk.

      “What do you mean, options?” Harrison reached past the glass, grabbing the neck of the bottle and tugging it toward him.

      “Choices,” Mason explained. “If you decide it’s too soon for a family.”

      “I don’t know how she feels about abortion.” Harrison lifted the beer to his mouth. “I don’t even know how I feel about it.”

      “Jesus.” Mason shook his head. “Haven’t you guys talked this through at all?”

      “It’s complicated.” He took a slug of the beer. “I—”

      He was interrupted by the grating melody of his phone, and blanching, Harrison slammed down the bottle, yanking it from his pocket, before assessing the incoming call.

      “It’s Sally,” he mouthed.

      “Take it outside,” Mason suggested, gesturing toward the door they had just arrived through. “Talk to her.”

      Exhaling, he watched the younger man leave, suddenly grateful his plate wasn’t laden with similar problems. Being a solitary soul meant he’d never had to concern himself with those types of matters. He couldn’t resist the small smile that rose at that thought. It was true, he sometimes missed the regular sex—especially today since he couldn’t seem to think of much else—but he didn’t lust after the headache that followed it.

      Staring at his watch, he realized it was almost half-past six. He’d have to be back in the water not long after nine. Glancing around at the other patrons with plates full of burgers and hot wings, he decided he was hungry. It had been hours since lunch, and he never could seem to get enough calories these days. Rising from his chair, he signaled to Sam.

      “Hey, Sam, can I get a menu over here?”

      The owner was embroiled in an intense conversation with two women and didn’t even look in Mason’s direction, and the other bartender was nowhere to be seen.

      “Hey, Sam!” He waved his hand in the air, taking a couple of long strides toward the bar. “How about some service?”

      That got his attention. A wry grin painted Sam’s lips as he turned to acknowledge Mason.

      “With you in a moment, Commander.”

      Lifting one hand to his head, Sam imitated a salute, which should have riled Mason, but somehow, the owner of the Rusty Pelican only made him chuckle.

      “Make sure you are,” he muttered under his breath as he spun on his heel. “Some of us don’t have all night.”

      Mason glanced back to the bar as he made his way to his table. It was typical of Sam to make him wait. Just because Mason had been coming here for years, Sam thought he’d play second-fiddle to the latest lady who’d caught Sam’s eye. It was just as well he liked the guy, just as well he—

      “Excuse me!”

      Turning back, Mason realized he’d just walked straight into a complete stranger standing in the entrance.

      “I’m sorry.” Startled, he jumped back, though his pulse sped up when his gaze drank in the look of her properly. The woman with the wide eyes and the red hair he’d collided with looked just like the one he’d frightened off in the miniature sub yesterday, but that was ridiculous. There was no way she could be the same person.

      “I apologize,” he repeated. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      “I noticed.” Her tone was curt, but he noticed the way her shoulders relaxed, a tiny smile rising on her lips. “It’s okay, no harm done.”

      “Let me buy you a drink to show my contrition.” Mason hadn’t bought anyone a drink for a long time, yet alone been so forthright upon first meeting an attractive woman, but the resemblance between the woman standing there in the flesh and the one who’d frequented his thoughts all day was so striking, he couldn’t resist.

      “No.” She craned her neck to meet his eyes. “I’ve just come for dinner.”

      “I insist.” He smiled, aware how much he was reveling in the interaction once he’d taken control of it. “Take a seat, and I’ll get us a couple of menus and someone to take our order.”

      She bit her lip, her expression conveying the war between her desire to refuse him and her thirst.

      “One drink.” She stated the words as if they were a contract, a pact between them that could never be broken. “That’s all I’m promising.”

      “One drink… and dinner,” he reiterated, though Mason already sensed that was a lie.

      The allure of the woman—her sparkling blue eyes and beautiful face, coupled with her similarity to the one who’d stirred the predator within him earlier—meant that was impossible. He didn’t have long before the ocean would draw him back, but until then, it was no longer hunger that drove him. It was the desire for carnal adventure, the need to get to know this stranger better, to understand those first flickers of visceral connection, and for the first time in a very long time, it was an itch he wanted to scratch.
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      She watched him retreat, wondering why she was so reticent. She’d specifically come looking for some male companionship, and the strong retreating back and well-defined and muscular buttocks marked him as decidedly male. He was certainly her type—tall, dark, and broody. That he was military was not in question; he carried himself with the combination of swagger and confidence that most special ops guys did. If she had to guess, he was a SEAL.

      Shiloh didn’t even know his name, and perhaps that was best. In fact, a strategic withdrawal might be an even better move… but he’d gone to buy her a drink. It would be rude to let him spend his money and come back to find she’d left.

      He grabbed a couple of menus from behind the bar, made sure the bartender saw him, then headed back to their table… his table… the table. What the hell was wrong with her? She didn’t get flustered, especially in matters with the opposite sex. And hadn’t she come in here looking to get laid?

      He was stopped by a young man with a phone in his hand. It was obvious, from the man’s body posture, he was a subordinate and very agitated. The two men spoke briefly before the younger turned and walked out, leaving the bar.

      “Commander Mason Lockheart,” he said, slipping into the seat across from her.

      Interesting that he identified his rank.

      “SEAL?”

      He nodded.

      “Dr. Shiloh Whitaker. Do you need to deal with that?” she asked, nodding toward the front door.

      “No.” Lockheart shook his head. “The kid got a phone call from his girl and needs to go talk to her. Are you the same Shiloh Whitaker that found El Cisne Negro and plotted the migration pattern of three Great Whites between Hawaii and the Sea of Cortez?” he asked, leaning forward.

      She smiled. “Guilty as charged. The first paid for the latter.”

      “And then some, I suspect.”

      “A girl’s gotta make a living.”

      “I understand you had problems with both the Spanish and Mexican governments.”

      “Actually, they had more issues with each other than with me.” She smirked. “In the end, the Mexican government got a share of the haul.”

      “I imagine that didn’t make you overly popular with either.”

      Shiloh smiled but said nothing. It had, in fact, earned her enemies in both governments, as both had tried individually and collectively to shut her out of the salvage rights. In the end, the international courts had decided she was entitled to the majority of the treasure as neither government had been actively looking for the ship in more than a century.

      “The owner of the marina said the burgers here were excellent,” she said, glancing over the menu.

      “They are. What are you drinking?”

      “Peach margarita, on the rocks, no salt. Why?”

      “Well, like with fine wine and haute cuisine, you have to pair the burger with the right drink.”

      She laughed. “So, you’re a connoisseur?”

      “No, just a guy who eats here a lot. I don’t think there’s anything on the menu I haven’t had at least once.”

      “What do you recommend?”

      “If you were having a beer, then their blue cheeseburger is great. But a burger to go with a margarita? If you want something mild and memorable, I’d go with the guacamole burger.”

      “What if I want something hot and wild that will leave me breathless tonight and be nothing but a fond remembrance tomorrow?”

      Lockheart sat back, cocking his head to one side, examining her.

      “Are we still talking about burgers, Doc?”

      “Is that all that’s on offer?”

      Lockheart stood and extended his hand to her. Without a word, she took it and allowed him to lead her out of the noisy bar and down onto what appeared to be the bar’s private dock.

      “I have a boat at the marina,” she told him.

      “It’s not far, and I’ll need to make a stop.”

      She smiled. “I’ve been on birth control since I left for college, and I’m perfectly clean.”

      His raised eyebrow and narrowed eyes suggested there was a bit more judgment there than she would have liked, but if he could give her a couple of orgasms tonight, his opinion tomorrow would be moot since she would be gone.

      “As am I. Some of the guys in my unit went together and bought several jet skis. We could take one of them out for a spin, but I have to leave by nine.”

      “Why? Do you turn into a pumpkin?” Her tone was sardonic.

      “You don’t mince words, do you, Doc?”

      “I go after what I want. If that turns you off…”

      He took her hand and pressed it against the hard length in his jeans while his other grasped her behind the neck and pulled her into his hard, muscular frame. Before she could even think to protest, his lips hovered over hers.

      “I’m a lot of things, Doc, but turned off ain’t one of them,” he whispered.

      Lockheart brought both of his hands up to tangle his fingers in her silky hair as his mouth came down on hers. Commanding and seductive, he moved his lips across hers, then fused her mouth to his, and she moaned. Apparently, that was all the invitation he needed. His tongue slid inside and danced with hers as he breathed her in.

      Shiloh realized it had been far too long, and Mason Lockheart was a man given to leading, not following. There was nothing subtle or entreating about the way he kissed her. No, this kiss was meant to dominate, an exploration of her mouth and a test to see if she would yield to him. She’d known his kind before—alpha male.

      The part of her brain still working told her to retreat and admit she had made a mistake, but that wasn’t the part of her body in charge. No, that would be her pussy. She could feel it getting wet, softening, preparing to take this man and revel in the passion that bubbled just below the surface.

      He came up for air, kissing her lightly, nipping her bottom lip before slanting his mouth across hers, turning the kiss from restrained to wild. She rubbed her body against his, her nipples stiff and achy in her bra. Pressing her against a dock pillar, he wedged his knee between her thighs.

      The second time he retreated, he stepped back and examined her face before leaning into her lower mid-section and hoisting her over his shoulder. She knew she should protest, knew she should say something to stop him, but it had been far too long, and he felt far too good to turn her back on what she was sure would be several hours of amazing sex.

      He punched a code into a lockbox, grabbed a set of keys, then closed it back up. Moving down the pier, he placed her on the second seat of a jet ski, taking the pilot seat. He turned the machine on, and she wrapped her arms around his body as he took off for the marina. Shiloh told herself it was only to keep from falling into the water, but she knew it wasn’t.

      Lockheart seemed to know where he was going. She pointed toward The Conundrum as they entered the marina, sidling up to the fishing trawler. He gave her a hand to steady her as she stepped up onto the diving platform at the back. She grabbed the line at the bow of the jet ski and tied it off. Lockheart climbed on board and led her below, stripping her naked with strong, sure movements as he pressed her back onto the bed before ridding himself of his clothing.

      “Lockheart…” she began.

      “The time for talking ended at the Rusty Pelican,” he said, laying her back with her legs hanging over the end of the bed.

      Lockheart knelt and placed her legs over his shoulders, his mouth poised at her sex. Arousal bloomed and flowed through her, warming every part. She shivered as he breathed on the heated skin between her legs. His tongue made a long, hard pass over her pussy up to her clit, before swirling around it and circling back down to the opening of her core.

      Shiloh gasped as his tongue repeated its journey from slit to clit and back again before nibbling on her swollen labia, causing her body to arch up. Her body came alive with passion and need as he focused his attention on her feminine flesh, making her buck against his mouth to get his talented tongue to penetrate her wet heat.

      “No,” he growled as he grasped her thighs and spread her wider. “You take what I give you, when I give it to you.”

      He licked and nipped, sending electrical sparks all over her labia, clit, and pussy. The building explosion within her body took over, and when the tip of his tongue finally penetrated her pussy, she bit her fist to keep from calling out as she came. Gentle licks allowed her to ride the crest of the wave of her climax.

      As she settled back down, he stroked her more deeply with his tongue as he released her thighs, one hand coming up and playing with her clit, twisting and tugging. The other hand roamed her body, seeking the pebbled tip of her breast. He gave it and her little nub the same treatment as his tongue plunged to the depth of her core, exploring every inch it could reach.

      Her body trembled in anticipation and careened toward the abyss of another orgasm. Crawling onto the bed, he repositioned her body as if she weighed nothing before making a place for himself between her legs, the head of his cock breaching her entrance as he pressed himself into her.

      Lockheart groaned as he brought his mouth back to hers, his tongue surging inside, matching the rhythm of his hard length as he took possession of her. His cock was enormous, and it had been more than a year since she felt a man inside her. She could feel him holding back, allowing her body to stretch and accept him.

      Shiloh entangled her legs with his as she wrapped her arms around him, raking his back with her nails while he pounded into her. This was not lovemaking… hell, it wasn’t even sex. It was a primal coupling.

      Shifting his position ever so slightly, he hammered her pussy, hitting a place deep inside, making her entire body shudder. He increased the power and speed of his thrusts, pressing her deep into the mattress as a tremor passed through his body. Holding himself hard against her, his cock spewing a torrent of cum into her.

      He laid on top of her, their breathing ragged yet somehow synchronized. Before she could think of anything to say, Shiloh could feel his cock swelling within her. It hadn’t even been five minutes since he’d pumped his cum inside her, and his cock was already preparing for a second round.

      Lockheart fucked her twice more, each time bringing her to numerous orgasms before he finally rolled off her, absently stroking her body with his hand. He glanced at his watch and left the bed, pulling his clothes back on.

      “I wish I didn’t have to leave, Doc. I could fuck you all night… hell, I could fuck you for weeks. You get some rest. I’ll be back by late morning.” Leaning over, he brushed his lips against hers before leaving.

      She’d wanted a memorable encounter, and he’d given her that. Rolling out of bed, she winced from his repeated and rough possession. She switched on both the perimeter and interior alarms before crawling back into her berth. She would be sore as hell come morning.
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      “Dr. Whitaker? Shiloh? It’s Peter!”

      She vaguely heard a voice calling as she opened her eyes. It was morning. Shit! Sitting up, she put her feet on the floor and stood, her legs unsteady. She grabbed the t-shirt and boxers she normally slept in and got to the alarm to turn them off. Venturing up the stairs, she opened the hatch.

      “Sorry I’m late. Let me get Tiburon hoisted up.”

      Peter Barringer laughed. “Good morning, Shiloh,” he said, thrusting a cup of Starbuck’s at her. “Just as well I got you your usual.”

      “You are a saint and a scholar… I don’t care what your wife says.”

      He laughed again, turning toward the sub as she started the motor for the winch and hauled the sub off the deck.

      “Oh, that’s not too bad. Shouldn’t take me much more than ninety minutes to fix,” he said examining the underside of Tiburon.

      “If you take care of that, I’ll make you some breakfast unless you need my help.”

      “Nope, this is an easy fix.”

      Peter made the repairs while Shiloh went below, managed a quick shower, and got dressed. She checked in with him again, satisfied the repair was indeed a fast fix. Returning to the galley, she made a seafood hash and served it with parmesan potatoes and fresh fruit. By the time it was done, the sub was repaired. They shared breakfast, then Shiloh pulled out of the marina before ten.

      She didn’t know if Lockheart would actually return, but if he did, he would find her gone.
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      The scent of her lingered, just as the taste of her sex taunted, an image of the woman who’d yielded and given Mason what he’d craved flashing into his mind. Fuck, it had been great—magnificent, really—just what he needed. Swimming through the deep blue, Mason was invigorated. One flick of his powerful tail propelled him forward, back to where her boat was tied up in the marina. Having spent the night on duty at the Kraken, he’d returned, possibly a little later than he would have liked, but early enough to resume the next round.

      Approaching the area he knew he’d left her, he rose through the waves. Dorsal fin breaking the surface, he scanned the region, searching for the telltale signs she was close—seeking her scent. Small fish darted away, and he looked for the keel of her trawler below the surface of the water, anything that confirmed her presence and dispelled the notion it had all been a dream.

      Last night had been an appetizing entrée, but frankly, he was so pumped up for the main course, he could probably follow the scent of her back to the boat. Grinning, he revealed the rows of serrated teeth which his kind was so feared for, but his mood was quickly dampened by the realization Shiloh was gone. The boat wasn’t there. Whichever direction he explored, however far he traveled—she was nowhere to be found.

      Turning, he darted back to the depths, brooding at her rejection. She’d left him—even though he’d told her he’d be coming back, even though he knew she’d had an enjoyable time the night before—departed without so much as a goodbye. Heading for the quiet nook where he’d left the jet ski, he entered shallower water, aware of the familiar tingle in his body as his fins transformed into limbs. Shifting at this time of the day was risky—Mason usually preferred dawn and dusk to make the change—but he had no choice. Due back on base any moment, he was late enough, and as things stood, he was still stranded, completely naked, on an isolated beach.

      He rode the jet ski back to the garage, hopeful no one saw him but not really caring. Reaching his destination, he tugged on the lock angrily. He didn’t want to have to break it. Hell, the average man wouldn’t have the strength, but his hybrid body had more potency than most men, and his predicament left him no other option. One sharp yank saw the pieces fall to the ground at his feet. Opening the door, he wandered inside, letting out a low growl as he reached for his towel. Fortunately, he always kept a set of clothes, plus a spare phone with a full battery in the garage. That forward planning would see him back at base as soon as an Uber could deliver him, but it wouldn’t take away the bitter taste in his mouth. Shiloh had been a delight—smart, beautiful, and willing to cede to his whim—but she’d made a mistake when she’d left without him. Sure, they hadn’t made promises, but they were due a few more hours of their carnal marathon, and Mason felt shortchanged. They were done when he said they were done… and not before.

      Mason stalked up the sand, the sunshine drying his human form, though he reckoned it was the fury swirling in his veins keeping him warm. How dare she do this to him! She was only an academic. Sure, she thought she was an expert on marine biology, but Mason had news for her—she wasn’t even close. There were things he could show sweet little Shiloh that would blow her mind, things she couldn’t even conceive.
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      He stayed late at the base, conscious he’d been tardy this morning and wanting to avoid any temptation of finding himself back at the Rusty Pelican. The last thing he needed was more reminders of Shiloh. All day, the memory of her had haunted him—her delicious curves and sparkling blue eyes hiding in the back of his mind through every meeting, the recollection of her hot and welcoming body goading him. For a one-night stand, which he’d thoroughly enjoyed, she was proving to be troublesome, yet he couldn’t shake the feeling they had unfinished business.

      After checking in with Harrison, he rode back to La Jolla, wheeling his pride and joy back to the garage, before replacing the lock with a new one he’d picked up at the store.

      “Shiloh.” Shaking his head, he glanced at the dark ocean, the moon rising overhead, creating an ethereal scene. “Why didn’t you just stick around?”

      An odd wave of disappointment washed over him as if he was genuinely bereft, but that made no sense. The woman was nothing to him—no one—just an attractive piece of pussy. Who was he kidding? No, she couldn’t be more than that. Just a nice piece of tail he’d picked up and devoured. It shouldn’t matter she’d walked away first or concern him they’d never see each other again. They had both gotten what they’d wanted from the encounter, and neither was left unsatisfied.

      “Fuck it.”

      The anger was still there, swimming through his bloodstream as his toes met the water’s edge. It coursed harder as he strode into the ocean, ready to relinquish himself to the waves. Wherever she was, screw her. She was nothing. She didn’t matter. He had his duty, and that was enough.

      Mason cleared his head of her altogether as he rocketed through the water, heading back to the one place that called to him. The Kraken was what he needed. The sight of her mesmeric ruin enough to center him, and that was where he headed, pushing his body faster than ever before. He should have been exhausted by the time he arrived, but where there might have been weariness, there was only exhilaration.

      Circling the rusting hulk of the sub, he sensed Nash, the deadly Bull Shark, and Zak in the distance. That was unusual. Those bound to protect the Kraken usually spent their time swimming circuits of its ghostly hull. They rarely drifted too far from the prize. There could only be one explanation for their sudden desire to abandon the submarine—something else had captured their attention. Something compelling enough to ensnare two large apex predators. Mason sensed danger, the same way he knew if there was blood in the water. Leaving the Kraken to the depths, he headed off in the direction he knew the others had taken.

      “Mason!”

      The sound of his name floated past him, garnering his attention in the dark waters.

      “Mason, she’s back.”

      A knot of energy twisted in his stomach at Zak’s warning. Shiloh. Her name echoed in his head like a chorus stuck on repeat. It’s Shiloh. Mason knew it was ludicrous, but his instincts keened at the conclusion. He had suspected it right from the get-go. He’d recognized her when he’d bumped into her at the Rusty Pelican, but even when they’d been introduced and he understood who she was and what she did for a living, he still hadn’t put the pieces of the puzzle together. Shiloh, the same woman he’d fucked into oblivion last night—the same one who’d up and left him—was the one snooping around the Kraken, and he knew, without having to ask, she was who Zak referred to.

      “Some redhead in a sub.” Nash’s voice was a low snarl, reverberating through the deep. “Zak said you frightened her off the other day, but you obviously didn’t do a decent job, Commander. You’re losing your touch.”

      “Fuck that.” Mason sent the reply out into the water, though he still hadn’t eyed either of the other males. “Where is she?”

      “We drove her to the surface.” Zak came into sight, passing by him. “But I don’t think it’ll be enough. There’s something about the Kraken that’s bringing her back. Something I—” He didn’t have time to finish his sentence, the lights of the miniature sub breaking the dark monotony of the depths.

      “There,” Nash snarled.

      Turning toward the lights, Mason cut through the water, circumventing Nash and placing himself between the approaching underwater craft and the Bull Shark.

      “I have her.”

      He was on the sub in seconds, circling the vehicle as it glided south, and finally got a good look at its pilot. At that moment, as he stared into the cockpit, their eyes met, and every fiber of Mason’s body told him he was right. The widening blue eyes of the intrepid marine biologist in the miniature sub were Shiloh’s, the same beautiful orbs he’d sent fluttering when he’d impaled her luscious cunt.

      “What are you doing here?” Mason growled the words, starting a second circuit, though he knew full well she couldn’t hear or respond.

      “What the hell are you asking her for?” Nash patrolled nearby, his silhouette vanishing into the shadowy ocean.

      “I know who she is.” Diving under the keel, Mason noticed the recording devices he’d successfully snapped away from the vehicle had been repaired. “I just don’t know why she’s here.”

      “Friend of yours, is she?”

      Mason tensed at Nash’s sardonic tone. “No,” he replied as casually as he could muster. “She’s a marine biologist but also has an interest in historical wrecks.”

      “Crap.” From somewhere in the beyond, Zak’s voice resounded. “We have to stop her.”

      On that point, they were all agreed.

      “Go back,” Mason ordered, taking control of the situation. Though there was no real hierarchy below the surface, he was the highest-ranking of the men on dry land. “Protect the Kraken.”

      “And what about her?”

      Mason twisted at the sound of Nash’s incredulous tone.

      “I’ll deal with her,” he assured him. “I won’t let her reach the wreck... or the base.”

      “Fine.”

      He expected more of an argument since Nash and Mason rarely saw eye to eye. As Mason rounded Shiloh’s submersible again, he sensed Zak and Nash heading back to the depths below. Now it was only him, Shiloh, and the few other fish brave enough to try his patience.

      Passing by the cockpit, Mason slammed into the sub. The force wasn’t hard enough to do any damage, but it sent the message he wanted to convey. Shiloh, get out of here. He sensed the engines rev as he glided past the front, pressing himself closer to the vehicle than he would normally, and this time, rather than continue the circle, he snaked back, swimming to the front and confronting her.

      “Shiloh.” Her name resonated through the water. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      Ignoring the glare of its headlights, Mason swam up to her, pressing his snout against the reinforced glass. Slowly, he opened his mouth, revealing the rows of serrated teeth, ready to guide her back where she belonged. From her position in the sub, she would have had an intimidating view straight down his mouth—enough to make most men four times her size hysterical—but Mason had no intention of actually hurting her. He only wanted to let her know who was boss and which of them would turn around and back away from the encounter—after all, she’d left him before.

      One whip of his tail was all it took to persuade the vessel to do his bidding. Unlike indigenous shark populations, shark shifters didn’t have the same compulsion to keep swimming. They could pause and even reverse in the water. Pressing his teeth against the layer which protected Shiloh from the deep, he started the sub on its journey back to the surface. From inside, Mason could hear her panic.

      “No!” Shiloh’s ragged breathing sent electricity through his blood, arousal soaring at the terror in her tone.

      Finally, he was getting the respect he deserved, the respect he’d have liked to have been offered earlier when she set sail and left him to his own devices. This second encounter wasn’t as satiating as it might have been, but as he maneuvered the sub away from the Kraken, he was enthralled. He knew, just beyond his bite, was the woman he’d ravished, the one he wanted to devour again. Apparently, she was fascinated by the Kraken, but from where Mason swam, that only gave him another excuse to tan her hide when he got his hands on her.

      “Get off me!”

      A sudden burst of power from the engines sent the vehicle spiraling from his grasp. He watched with satisfaction as she reversed the rest of the way of her own accord. Those huge blue eyes were like saucers as they watched Mason grow smaller. Shiloh was probably praying she’d never see him again, but she was wrong.

      They would see each other soon enough.
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      “What the fuck?” she said aloud, trying to get her breathing to return to normal.

      The enormous Great White had attacked her, but that made no sense. When it bumped her, he’d known she wasn’t a food source, and he swam too well to have needed to take on ballast. Shiloh had long believed, along with some other marine biologists, that sharks didn’t just eat strange and foreign objects for no reason. They swallowed junk items to use as ballast to control their buoyancy in the water, increasing their maneuverability.

      She backed Tiburon to a safe distance and watched the shark. It seemed to just hang—suspended in the water but not moving. That couldn’t be right. Sharks needed to swim so the water passed over their gills, or they would drown. Yet the shark regarded her without motion—just floating in the depths of the ocean.

      Shiloh turned the sub ninety degrees and followed a parallel line to the actual coordinates she wanted to investigate. When she moved beyond her target area, she turned back and was once again confronted by the Great White. Twice now, she’d been tracked by a Great White shark. Could it be the same one? That wasn’t possible, yet there was something about him.

      She piloted the sub toward the large creature—it didn’t move, just allowed her to approach. When she got too close, it rushed toward her through the water, veering to the left at the last moment and skimming along her starboard side. Shiloh watched through the rearview camera as it made a deliberate turn to come up her port side, rocking the sub by rubbing its body along the hull.

      Fascinating.

      Its mouth gaped as it turned to cross her bow, and its teeth scraped against her windshield before it turned to take its original position. Shiloh had been studying sharks for years, but this was aberrant behavior she’d never seen nor even heard mentioned.

      When she hovered in position, the shark returned—only this time, it didn’t just rub its massive body along her craft. It gave her a powerful bump, port and starboard, then dove beneath her, pushing the vehicle to the surface, threatening to burn out her engines as she tried to combat the shark’s aggressive behavior.

      Shiloh jetted forward, then headed to the surface. She moved in close to The Conundrum and opened the sub’s hatch. Standing, so she could see the surrounding surface, she raised her face to the sun, enjoying the fresh air and light. The sub was rocked violently from below just as a dorsal fin came out of the water. The shark circled her boat before submerging. Carefully, she hoisted herself onto the trawler.

      “It’s going to take a lot more than that to make me leave.”

      Grabbing the winch hook, she attached it to the sub’s harness, then went to the hydraulics’ control, and lifted the sub out of the water, making special note of the undercarriage. Well, at least the damn thing hadn’t done any damage.

      Shiloh spent several hours executing a grid search pattern. She was certain there was something down there, but her topside equipment couldn’t get an accurate reading, and when she’d gone below in the sub, the damn shark had ensured she didn’t get too close. Too close to what? The notion of a Great White acting as a guardian for whatever was down there was ludicrous.

      She could feel the winds picking up, and the sea all around her became choppy. Battening everything down, the VHF radio sounded the alarm of an impending weather announcement. Rough seas didn’t frighten her, but it was always worth preparing for a storm, especially in a relatively closed body of water such as the Sea of Cortez. The comparative narrowness of the mouth of the gulf compared to the surrounding landmass meant a storm traveling up through the Gulf of California had the potential to become more focused and dangerous.

      Shiloh knew the area well and knew several sheltered inlets. It might not be a bad idea to head for one of them and drop anchor to ride out the squall. She thought about making a run for San Felipe but chose against it since it would mean two days of research lost to just sailing. She punched in the coordinates for her favorite little cove and engaged the autopilot, which allowed her to prepare The Conundrum to ride out the storm.

      The VHF squawked again, and the operator announced the storm was being upgraded for those in the mid-section of the Sea of Cortez. Shit! This was not what she needed. If the storm affected the sea below, whatever was lying on the ocean bottom could be covered up. The better news was the Great White and his buddies would most likely head out to open sea and deep water, which was far safer for them.

      She piloted The Conundrum into the secluded inlet, where the water was much calmer. Dropping the anchor, she made a last check of the things tied down to the deck, then went below to the main salon to wait out the storm.

      It was a long night. Twice, the electrical system went out, but the emergency generator kicked on and allowed her to reset power. Shiloh loved storms. She respected their power and the degree of danger with each category, but she adored them all. After the second power failure, Shiloh ventured up to the wheelhouse to ensure nothing had been damaged and looked out on the deck, checking to see that everything was still in place and tied down.

      As she poked her head out to get a better look, she heard the distinctive hiss of St. Elmo’s Fire, so named for St. Erasmus of Formia, the patron saint of sailors. She ventured out on deck and looked up at her twin masts. She smiled as she recognized the distinctive violet glow that surrounded them. The phenomenon often warned of an imminent lightning strike and had been regarded by mariners for centuries as a sign of good luck that they would weather whatever storm had caused the luminous plasma to spark.

      With nothing amiss and a feeling of joyous energy surging through her body, she returned to the main salon to doze until morning. As bright sunshine filtered in the portholes, she could feel how calm the sea had become. Expecting at least some damage, she went topside and was relieved to find other than some debris that had been blown aboard, there was no damage. She grabbed an empty pail and began collecting the garbage, which she would dispose of when she returned to San Felipe.

      A heavy piece of corroded brass caught her eye. Shiloh picked it up, and as she cleaned it, her excitement grew. She stowed the pail of junk and took the remnants of what she was sure was a hull number. Taking it into the galley, she carefully removed what she suspected was more than a half-century of rust, dezincification, barnacles, and other debris that occurred when brass and saltwater fought for supremacy. In the end, the sea always won.

      Wiping it away, she staggered back and plopped down with little grace onto one of the banquettes. Unless she was badly mistaken, the plaque showed the lower portion of a hull number—SS-370—the designation for the USS Kraken, which had been launched and sailed from Hawaii to Japan and Indochina three years after the supposedly surprise attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. The official record said she was decommissioned in May 1946 before being loaned to the Spanish Navy. The Spaniards scrapped her in April 1982, so what the hell was part of her hull plaque doing in the Sea of Cortez?
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      Shiloh wasn’t sure how long she stared at the jagged piece of metal. So much was wrapped up in any explanation of how it had gotten there. She was jostled from her thoughts when she felt something large bump against her hull, followed by a softer nudge from the stern where she had her diving platform. She waited, but the perimeter alarm didn’t sound.

      Taking the precious piece of metal into her cabin, she peeled back the mattress and accessed the safe hidden below. It wasn’t large but held duplicates of her important papers—passport, ship registration, etc.—as well as an extra handgun, knife, and ammo. She placed the brass plaque inside, locked the box, and put the bed back together.

      She stopped at the hanging locker and pulled out the shotgun she kept there. Scooping up a handful of shells, she cautiously made her way back to the main salon. She had started up the stairs when she saw the perimeter alarm had been disengaged and watched as the interior alarm blinked off as well. The hatch was thrown open, allowing the bright sunlight to blind her momentarily as she felt the shotgun ripped from her hands.

      “You little fool! You could hurt someone with that,” growled a voice she had never thought to hear again.

      “Lockheart?” she squeaked. Her eyes adjusted to the light. “You’re naked!”

      “Yes, and you’re damn lucky I’m not a pirate or drug runner. What the fuck are you doing out here?”

      The shocked silence wore off quickly as she stared at his body. It was a masculine masterpiece with broad shoulders and a cut chest. His abs were ripped and formed a perfect eight pack, right down to the deep notches that seemed to point directly to his cock, which jutted out from his body. It was as long and thick as she remembered from two nights before. She might have imagined his size and power if her body hadn’t constantly reminded her since their encounter. His trim waist flowed seamlessly down to strong, muscular thighs and calves. Shit, even the man’s feet were sexy.

      It was all she could do not to lick her lips and remind herself she had done nothing wrong, he had no say in her actions, and she was righteously angry.

      “Me? What the fuck are you doing on my boat, Commander? Correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t remember inviting you aboard.”

      “Trust me, Doc, there will be all kinds of correction,” he snarled as he started down the stairs, causing her to retreat.

      In the middle of the cabin, she halted, planting her feet to stand her ground.

      “How did you get out here?”

      “When I realized you hadn’t gone back to San Felipe, I had a friend with an air reconnaissance plane help me search for you. When I spotted you anchored here, I had him fly low enough, I could drop and swim to your boat.”

      “I didn’t hear any planes.”

      He grinned. “I’m a SEAL, Doc. I had him drop me off far enough away we wouldn’t alert you. Why didn’t you go back to port? It was the safest thing to do.”

      “It would have cost me two days sail time, plus the fuel to get there and back. Why am I telling you this? You have no right to question me.”

      “I have every right. I protect what’s mine. Now answer me,” he demanded, breaking down the shotgun and ensuring it wasn’t loaded.

      “I don’t answer to you.”

      “We’ll see about that,” he said in a deep voice as he fisted her long, auburn locks and set the shotgun on the countertop.

      Shiloh wasn’t afraid and didn’t fight him as he stalked toward her cabin like a large predatory animal. She wasn’t sure if the dark look in his eyes was anger, lust, or a combination of both. Once inside, he grabbed the neck of her tank top and ripped it from her body, palming her large breast with one hand, tracing the outline of her areola before he pinched her pebbled nipples. The tweak of pain sent heat coursing through her body, and she hardly noticed him stripping her naked. When she did, Shiloh knew she was way out of her league.

      “I don’t know what you were thinking when you left La Jolla, but when I’m done, it’ll be very clear to you that was almost as bad an idea as riding out a storm at sea by yourself.” His dark blue eyes were almost as deep as the sea. “You had plenty of time to get back to San Felipe before the storm hit.”

      “How do you know that?” she asked suspiciously.

      “I made it my business to know where you were going.”

      He tugged on her hair, lighting up her scalp, forcing her to look him in the eye. Bringing his mouth down on hers in a brutal kiss, his tongue plunged between her lips, sliding over hers, commanding she surrender to him. Lockheart didn’t merely kiss her, he dominated and possessed her from beginning to end. There was no ask, only take. He dragged his mouth away from hers before tossing her over the edge of the bed. Sitting down next to her, he pinned her in place with one hand as his other caressed the globes of her ass.

      Try as she might, Shiloh had to admit, if only to herself, the rough edge of his voice turned on the switch for something deep and dark inside her. He was handling her like a Neanderthal dragging his mate back to their cave. Mate? Where had that thought come from? She tried to push up off the bed, but the hand tracing the seam of her ass withdrew and came down in a harsh strike on her right butt cheek. Pain radiated out from where it landed, warming her blood and sending it coursing through her veins. He spanked her with ruthless abandon—two, three, four, five—until she took the hint and laid flat on the bed.

      “Remember that, Doc. The sooner you yield, the sooner I’ll consider just how hard you need to be disciplined.”

      His hand connected with her ass in hard swat after hard swat, never once landing in the same place, ensuring her entire backside was painted with his handprints. He spanked the fleshiest part of her bottom before smacking the lowest part of her cheeks, making her yelp. The man knew how to give a spanking. Pain and arousal bloomed, then surged along her nerve endings, making her body come alive in a way it never had.

      The longer and harder he spanked her, the more erratic his breathing became. Shiloh feared it wasn’t so much from exertion as from lust. She writhed, trying to escape him, but his non-spanking hand held her in place. She felt the moment her pussy began to pulse to the rhythm as he landed the strikes against her ass.

      He was spanking her to make a point. What had he said? If she yielded, he’d stop? She forced herself to cease her struggles. It was obvious he was bigger, stronger, and meant to have his way. Besides, maybe if she gave in, he could alleviate the need his discipline was creating. She could feel his cock, thumping against her thigh and knew he was going to fuck her but not with any of the finesse from the other night—not that there had been much, but now there would be none.

      His fingers flared out from the cupped palm he’d been using, catching her pussy as he swatted. Those swats hurt even more, though she could feel her sex was wet and was certain her labia were swollen. The spanking took on a distinct splatting sound as his hand caught her wet heat. She yowled but wasn’t certain if it was from pain or arousal.

      He smacked her ass one last time, holding his hand against her punished flesh to hold in the heat. His fingers reached between her legs, his long, hard digits invading her pussy, thrusting—once, twice, three times. In another time and place, she might have been outraged, a man she scarcely knew had held her down and spanked her, but somehow, this felt right. Lockheart stood, grasping her by the hips and hauling her onto her knees at the end of the bed.

      “Fuck it,” he growled as he swirled the swollen head of his cock in her juices.

      Lockheart rammed forward with no further preliminaries. Shiloh wasn’t sure what shocked her more—that he’d done it or that she’d climaxed from his possession. He pounded into her, her inner walls accepting him more easily as if they’d been waiting for him to return. He held her hips in his hands, thrusting into her repeatedly as his pelvis slammed into her sore backside.

      Shiloh screamed into the mattress as he plundered her pussy. She’d enjoyed the occasional rough fuck in the past, but nothing like this. It had always been consensual, agreed to beforehand. Lockheart hadn’t asked permission. He’d taken what he wanted and made her want it. He fucked her with a raw frenzy that left her moaning and calling his name as she arched her back, offering him what he’d been all too willing and able to take.

      He was the dominant male, an apex predator, and she would give him what he wanted. Slamming into her, he stretched her over and over as his hard rod thickened and twitched. She wanted to deny him what she instinctively knew he wanted—her orgasm. A man like Lockheart would want to force that from his woman.

      His woman? I need to shut that kind of thinking down.

      One hand released her hip and reached under her, pressing his thumb against her clit.

      “Come for me, Shiloh,” he growled.

      The touch of his thumb was all she needed to send her over the edge. He growled as he gave a final, brutal thrust, holding himself hard against her well-punished backside as he flooded her pussy with his cum. Her sex trembled and contracted all along his cock, milking it for all it was worth. He dragged himself back and slammed into her again, ensuring he had trapped every single bit of his cum deep inside her.
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      He didn’t know what had come over him. One minute, he’d been the shark, doing his duty and guiding her back to the surface, and the next, he was on board her boat, manhandling her. Of course, plenty of hours had passed between the two events, but time had little meaning in the depths below. As the waves picked up, he had known the weather was turning, and a storm was coming. Lips curling, he rolled toward her sleeping form, recalling the events that transpired in-between.

      Surfacing, Mason had expected to see Shiloh’s boat making tracks for San Felipe. He’d pursued her, hoping she would head for safety, but it seemed this woman was incapable of doing the right thing.

      Abandoning the Kraken altogether, he’d followed her. It troubled him to do so, but he knew Zak and the others would remain in position. Their hybrid strength and agility meant they could manage stormy conditions with relative ease, and their mission would not be compromised. He, on the other hand, had to deal with the matter of Shiloh. Not only had she up and left him after their evening of passion, apparently without so much as a thought to his feelings, but now, she’d been crazy enough to come back to the Sea of Cortez.

      It was clear she was poking around, searching for something, and it was Mason’s job to keep her at bay. As he propelled himself through the water, he acknowledged this was about more than just his job. It had become personal from the moment he’d taken her out to the boat. Shiloh demonstrated little awareness her actions had consequences. He’d expected her to stay and rekindle their lust at La Jolla. He’d wrongly assumed he’d frightened her off the last time she’d taken her tiny sub to explore, but he sure as hell thought she was smarter than to ride out a storm like this. Shiloh had crossed the line, and he was just the man to make her pay.

      He followed her to an inlet, where she seemed prepared to batten down the hatches and wait for the storm to pass. Brooding, he circled for a while, conscious if he came too close, the urge to shift and make her see reason would overcome him. Mason fought that desire for a long time, swishing his powerful tail as he patrolled the waters around her boat, but as the storm quelled, and he reasoned she was protected, his anger abounded.

      What on Earth had Shiloh been thinking? Didn’t she know how dangerous it was to even be on these waters at night on her own, let alone in the middle of a storm? Mexican waters were well known for their piracy and drug running. Anything could happen to a defenseless woman without protection. His years in the military meant Mason understood the worst-case scenarios better than most.

      In the end, it was his fury, enveloped in a disturbing need to shield the woman, that decided her fate. Enough with biding his time. He was going to take action. Approaching, he bumped her boat before bursting from the water, forcing his body into the air. As soon as most of his form was revealed, he trembled with the transformation, his human body crashing back into the water where the fish had once risen. Knowing he had limited time before the shark dominated again, Mason fought against the current, swimming to the boat and pulling himself on board with ease.

      Glancing around, he noticed Shiloh had at least been sensible enough to make sure everything was tied down on board, but the deck was still littered with various debris the storm had flung at her. The sight of the aftermath crystallized his intentions. The tempest that had passed over was no joke, and she had been an idiot to assume she would survive unscathed. Disabling her alarms, he turned to the hatch which presumably sheltered her, another thought occurring. What if she wasn’t unscathed? Perhaps Shiloh had been injured? Maybe she was bleeding or had broken something and needed help? Anxiety twisted in his stomach as concern flooded his brain. He had to do something.

      That’s what had convinced him to stalk toward the hatch and force it open. It was also what was on his mind as he’d started down the ladder… completely naked. He’d wanted to come to Shiloh’s aid, but God help her when he found her. Once he knew his woman was safe, she was in big trouble.

      His lips curled at the memory, his fingers gliding idly over the curve of her hip as she dozed at his side. Holding Shiloh down and tanning her delectable backside had been undeniably satisfying. She’d deserved it—Mason knew that, and he suspected she did too. That was why she hadn’t questioned the punishment, hadn’t fought beyond a few theatrical struggles, which were really more for show than genuine attempts to break free. That pleasure, though, was nothing compared to the hedonism of claiming her again. Slamming into her hot, tight body sent him to the stars. It was more euphoria than a man like Mason merited, more than he could ever have conceived before he ran into her.

      Rolling onto her side, Shiloh’s eyes fluttered open. “I must have dropped off.” She flushed guiltily, a wonderful blush crawling up her face.

      “You needed the rest.” His tone was surprisingly stern, considering how replete he felt. “I bet you didn’t get much sleep during the storm.”

      “I got plenty.” Her tone was defiant, but it was patently obvious her words were a lie.

      “Oh, yeah?” One eyebrow arched with the challenge. “Want to add lying to your list of errors needing correction?”

      “Lockheart.” A strangled gasp escaped her lips, one hand reaching around to stroke her backside as if she was checking to see if the spanking had been real. “I can’t believe you spanked me.”

      “You earned it.” He chuckled in spite of himself. It was impossible to be angry with her when she looked so stunned and vulnerable. Shiloh might be gorgeous and unruly, but she was also adorable.

      Mine. The thought resonated louder than he wanted to admit. It was difficult to ignore. She’s mine.

      “More like you can’t believe how much you enjoyed it.”

      “Oh God.” Her blush burned harder as her eyes flickered closed. “Oh God, I did.”

      “Yes, you did.” Mason reached for her face, grazing one enormous palm over her heated cheek. “Want to tell me about that?”

      “What?” Her gaze was back on him in a heartbeat. “No, I don’t!” Recoiling from his palm, she slid from the bed and reached for a bath towel, wrapping it around her body as she spun to face him. “I don’t know what this is all about, but you had no right to come here, no right to board my vessel, and even less freaking right to spank me.”

      “I had every right.” He was on his feet, pacing toward her. “You could have been in trouble out here on your own.”

      “That’s beside the point.” She jabbed her finger into his chest, her blue eyes wild with the accusation. “I don’t answer to you, and you, Commander, are not responsible for my wellbeing.”

      His brow furrowed. Technically, she was right, but that didn’t explain the burgeoning urge to defend and look after her. Mason had only ever experienced that feeling once before in his life, and that had been the call of the Kraken—a vessel he was still obliged to protect.

      “That doesn’t mean you don’t need looking after.”

      He could see the pain in her gaze, the confusion at his sudden appearance, and her reaction to the subsequent spanking. He understood, but he stood by his decisions. He’d acted in her best interests, which was more than could be said for Shiloh.

      “I don’t need you to look after me.” Her voice was a strained whisper. Glancing down, he realized there were tears brimming in her eyes. “I don’t need anyone.”

      “You sure about that?” He eased her hand away from his chest, closing the distance between them in one stride. “I know you have this hot-shot career, Doc, and I respect that, but you don’t always have to be alone.”

      “And you’re going to be the one to save me, are you?” Shiloh glanced up, anger flashing in her emotive eyes. “That’s so fucking typical of men like you. You always think women need looking after.” She moved to turn away, but reaching for her wrist, Mason caught her, insisting she stay.

      “Shiloh.” His head throbbed at her venomous tone. “Don’t do this.” It had been so long since he’d felt anything for anyone. Mason’s life was ruled by service and obligation, but this impulse to be with her, to hold her, tame her, was like nothing he’d ever known.

      “Don’t do what?”

      “Walk away.” Mason pulled in a breath. “Act like you don’t feel anything.”

      “Isn’t that just easier?” She blinked away her tears, wiping them with the heel of her hand. “Better for both of us?”

      “No.” There was no doubt in his mind. “I realize this was only supposed to be a one-night encounter, but I know you feel something when we’re together.” Releasing her wrist, he brushed the back of his knuckles down the side of her face, capturing her remaining tears with his thumb. “That’s why you allowed me on board.”

      “Allowed you?” Shiloh shook her head, but the hand shifted to her chin, ensuring it stayed in place.

      “That’s why you let me spank you.”

      Her lips parted as if she was about to defy him on the crucial point, but in the end, she only took a breath.

      “Isn’t it, Doc?”

      Somehow, the matter seemed pivotal. If Mason could get her to admit she’d reveled in the spanking, that she felt something visceral between them, it would be a breakthrough. He’d never much believed in fate, but stumbling into the beautiful Shiloh the other day seemed anything but coincidental. The passion between them wasn’t only fire running in his blood. She appeared to have some unknown interest in discovering the Kraken. It seemed as if their destinies were entwined. The apex predator in him wanted to control her, to put her back in her box, but the man yearned for more. He liked the feel of her heat, wanted to envelop her and make sure she was well protected.

      “I-I don’t know.” Her eyelids fluttered, her gaze lowering as though she couldn’t bear to meet his eyes. “I don’t know why I allowed that.”

      “Okay.” Mason stroked his thumb along her jawline. Her skin was so soft, so fucking tantalizing. “You need time to process how you feel. I get that.” He released her chin and turned to wander to the door. Perhaps it was time to play her at her own game? If Shiloh wanted to be perpetually cool and detached, so be it. He wouldn’t beg the woman to admit how she felt.

      “Where are you going?”

      His lips twitched at the apprehension in her tone. “I’m leaving. Seems like you need time to think.”

      “No.”

      His feet paused, but he still reached for the door handle. “No?” Glancing over his shoulder, he noticed the way her brows knitted.

      “Please. I want you to stay.” Shiloh bit her lip at the admission. “I mean, if you want to.”

      Mason could tell it was killing her to concede even this small point. Shifting back toward her, he offered her a lazy smile.

      “You want me to stay?”

      “That’s what I said, didn’t I?” Her hands rose to her hips, the towel tumbling to the floor. “You’re not going to make me plead, are you?”

      Her tone was sardonic, but Shiloh had no idea how close she was to the truth. If she wanted to please a man like him, she’d have to be a lot more compliant and a lot less defiant.

      “I might.” He stalked toward her, his cock already stirring. “But first, I suggest an encore.”
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      “An encore? Of what? You assaulting me?”

      Mason grinned. “Doc, you don’t want to throw accusations like that at me. We both know I didn’t assault you. I spanked your pretty ass to get you used to being held accountable for the ridiculous decisions you make. Which, by the way, wouldn’t be nearly as annoying if you were stupid, but we both know you’re not. No, you choose to make stupid decisions with little thought to the consequences. From now on, there will be consequences, and they won’t be limited just to getting your backside blistered.”

      “You think you can just board my boat without permission and spank and fuck me because it suits you?”

      “Pretty much.”

      He closed the distance between them in the space of a heartbeat. Who is this man? Why does he compel me the way he does? As his hand grasped the back of her neck and he pulled her forward, she remembered they were both naked—the evidence of his state of arousal pulsing against her belly. His mouth came down on hers in a decidedly dominant fashion.

      Pushing her hand against his chest, she kept her mouth firmly closed. She had to put distance between them. Holding out for a few moments against his onslaught, she realized her arms were winding around his neck, her body nestling closer to his and her lips parting.

      “Good girl,” he whispered against her lips before his tongue moved past them and her teeth to dance with hers.

      Shiloh moaned, feeling Lockheart’s hand slip down to cup her ass and pull her in. She closed her eyes and surrendered to his lead.

      No, I’m not doing that. I am not submissive, and he doesn’t just get to roll into my life and tell me what to do.

      “Don’t Doc,” he said, lifting his head. “Your first instinct to submit was the correct one. Following through on what you’re thinking will not get you what you want.”

      “You don’t know what I want.”

      “Don’t I?” Merriment danced in his eyes, and she had the distinct impression she was being laughed at. “You’re all kinds of aroused.”

      “No…” she started and yelped as the hand that had been caressing her ass came down in a short, sharp arc, jolting her into his body, which absorbed the shock.

      “Rule number four. Don’t lie to me.”

      “What are rules number one, two, and three?”

      He grinned.

      “Rule one: I make the rules, you follow them. Rule two: you don’t put yourself in danger. You use that big brain of yours to do the smart, safe thing. And rule three: you stay where I leave you unless we’ve agreed to something else beforehand. Give over, Doc,” he said, pulling her close.

      She shook her head. “I don’t want this.”

      “Don’t you? Your nipples are so hard, I’m surprised they aren’t cutting into my flesh, and the scent of your arousal might just be the sweetest thing I’ve ever smelled. I tell you what… how about I reach between your legs, and if you’re not wet, I’ll leave, and you’ll never hear from me again.”

      “And if I am?”

      “You admit I’m right and submit to me.” One dark eyebrow rose, daring her to defy him.

      “I’m not submissive.”

      He chuckled, trailing his finger in the cleft of her ass before pressing against her puckered entrance. Shiloh had never liked anal play, but she knew he would not accept denial of any part of her he chose to take. He continued to trail his finger down, following the curve of her ass to the outside of her thigh and down the indentation where leg met pelvis. Smoothly his hand slid between her legs, and she groaned, knowing she was about to lose this argument in spectacular fashion. Lockheart’s finger circled her swollen clit and continued down to the entrance to her core.

      “Care to fess up, Doc, or face the consequences for lying?”

      “You won’t break me,” she whispered.

      “I have no interest in breaking you—bringing you to heel, yes—but I want you whole and strong… an alpha female choosing to submit to her equal,” he said, his lips grazing across hers before he nibbled her lower lip. He worked his way down her jawline to where her neck met the top of her shoulder, giving her a little nip while his hand hovered right outside her pussy.

      “Last chance, Doc, and you should know, you’re dripping on me.”

      What is it about the way he handles me? He didn’t talk dirty, although I suspect he could and would when he wants to, but something about his blatant honesty just calls to a part of me I thought had withered on the vine and would never come to bloom.

      “Okay,” she murmured as her head lolled back.

      “Okay, what?” he persisted.

      “I’m aroused. You’re excellent in the sack, but you aren’t going to spank me.” She could feel his rumbling chuckle bubbling over her skin.

      “There will come a time, Doc, you’ll wish your punishment was only a spanking. You leave when I’ve told you to stay, and I’ll put you in four-point restraints on the bed and make you suck me off three or four times a day, but you won’t get any relief. You put yourself in danger, and I’ll take your ass without a thought to making you enjoy it… or perhaps I’ll make sure you crave it from then on. Trust me, I can be very creative.”

      Shiloh groaned as her body melted into his. His arms folded around her, and she could feel the strength in him but didn’t feel trapped. How long had it been since she’d felt truly secure? Had that disappeared the night her mother was murdered?

      “It’ll be okay. Any chance you have something I can put on?” he asked, holding her close.

      “There may be a pair of sweatpants in one of the lockers that’ll fit.”

      His body tensed. “Anyone I need to deal with?”

      Shiloh stepped back and looked him in the eye.

      “Not that I owe you any explanations, but they belonged to a colleague who was part of a study we did out here awhile back. I haven’t seen him since I attended his wedding two years ago.” She smiled as his body lost its rigidity… well, all of his body minus his still erect cock.

      “Yeah, I’m going to need you to take care of that before we get you back to San Felipe.”

      “I’m not going to San Felipe.”

      “Yes, you are. Another storm is supposed to blow in later tonight.”

      Two fingers plunged into her pussy. She was so wet, he had no trouble penetrating her. He thrust them in and out until her breathing became uneven, and she had to hold onto him to steady herself.

      “On your knees, Shiloh,” he said, lightly pressing on top of her shoulder.

      She sank to her knees, looking up and wondering how he had the power to command her. Heat suffused her body, and desire swirled deep inside. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips as she watched his cock throbbing with a need of its own.

      “Open.” His voice had gone deep, dark.

      Barely managing to comply with his command, he thrust his dick into her mouth. She swirled her tongue around the head, and he groaned. His hands fisted her hair on either side of her head, holding her in place.

      “Swallow me,” he said as he thrust his cock to the back of her throat. She glanced up to see him looking down at her, watching as his staff disappeared between her lips.

      She sucked him as he fucked her mouth. There was no doubt in her mind she wasn’t giving him a blow job; he was using her to service his need. She only hoped he’d do the same for her. She rolled her tongue over and around his flesh, making his hard length tremble and sending shivers of desire through her system. He pulled back until his cockhead was just inside before driving back, over the top of her tongue, to reach the back of her throat. Holding her head steady, he drove into her mouth repeatedly.

      “You swallow every drop,” he growled as he thrust into her a final time and sent a violent stream of cum into her belly. She took it all, reveling in the way his hands went from fisting her hair, holding her in place, to stroking as the tension left his body. Easing his hand under her chin, he directed her back to her feet and kissed her. “Good girl,” he practically purred, stroking her body.

      Shiloh preened under his hands as he held her close. When he made no move to deal with the arousal he’d caused, she took his hand and backed toward the bed. Her nipples ached, and she could feel her pussy pulsing in need.

      Lockheart shook his head. “Get me the sweatpants, Doc. Then you can make us breakfast while I get us underway. Wait, you can cook, can’t you?”

      Her eyes widened. “What do you mean? Aren’t you…”

      He leaned down and kissed her again, nipping her lower lip.

      “Like I said, I have a lot of other ways to correct behavior I don’t like.”

      “You don’t like?” she snarled, giving her temper rein.

      “Yes, Doc. You misbehave or break the rules, I’ll punish you. Sometimes it’ll be a spanking, sometimes it won’t, but whatever I choose, trust me, I won’t go without.” He turned her around and swatted her still aching backside. “Move it, Doc. We’re going to need to get underway pretty quick, and I prefer not to motor into San Felipe with my junk hanging out.”

      She whirled around. “You sonofabi—”

      He cut off the epithet with another well-placed swat—this time to the tender flesh between her legs, making her cry out.

      “Now, Doc, or I’ll spank your ass until you can’t sit down at all. Rule five is no swearing. You are far too intelligent, and your mouth is too beautiful to use that kind of language.”

      She stood for a moment longer, stomped her foot, then ignoring the amusement in his eyes, she turned to go get him the sweatpants. Shiloh brought them out to him, along with a pair for herself as well as a sports bra she often wore as a top.

      “Hand ‘em over.” He shook his head. “You stay naked until I tell you otherwise.” She didn’t move. “Don’t. You won’t win, and all you’ll get for your trouble is a bright red backside, which will get me hard again. Rule six: you get me hard, you take care of the problem in whatever way I choose. I can tell you right now, the chances of you’re getting your pussy fucked before tonight are getting smaller by the minute.”

      Shiloh could feel a tear welling. Lockheart leaned over and kissed her eye before it fell.

      “It’ll be okay, Doc,” he soothed, taking the clothes from her. “And you’d best put something on your skin to keep from burning.”

      “So, you won’t sail into San Felipe naked, but you expect me to?”

      “I expect you to do what I tell you, but you should know I’m a possessive bastard and don’t share worth a damn. If you’re naked in San Felipe, it’ll be because you’re below deck, but we have hours before I have to make that decision, and until then, I like seeing you without clothes.” He pulled on the sweats and turned to go up on deck. At the hatch, he turned to look at her. “You did say you could cook, right?”

      “I didn’t say, but I can. What do you want for breakfast?”

      “I don’t value you for your cooking skills, Doc. I’m pretty easy to please.” He chuckled. “As sexy as you are and as good as your mouth and pussy felt, you shouldn’t have any trouble pleasing me in other ways. When you get breakfast fixed, come join me in the wheelhouse, and we’ll enjoy it together.”

      “You just expect me to bring you two plates and sit naked in the other chair while we eat.” Fury simmered in her veins at his audacity.

      “Temper, Doc. What I expect is you’ll make enough food for both of us and put it on one plate and bring one fork. You can sit in my lap, and I’ll feed you.”

      He didn’t wait for her reply. Shiloh watched him depart, admiring his strong back and muscular buttocks, then turned back to the galley and made a cheese and veggie omelet. She made two mugs of coffee, grabbed creamer, and headed up the stairs. By the time she was headed through the hatch, he had weighed anchor and prepared to get them underway. He grabbed the coffee from her, brushed his lips against hers, and led the way to the wheelhouse.

      There was a part of Shiloh that wanted to toss the omelet over the side, tell him to go fuck himself, and see if she couldn’t get to her shotgun before he could get to her.

      He never turned, never wavered, but his words deliberately reached her.

      “My lap won’t be all that comfortable with a freshly spanked butt.”

      She wondered why her inclination was to give over to him and do as he wanted. Shiloh justified it by reminding herself the man was a trained SEAL commander, and they were on a small boat in the middle of the Gulf of California. Her pussy pulsed, arguing if she obeyed, maybe he’d fuck her again before she booted him off her boat and threatened to have the authorities haul him away.

      She’d see who got the last laugh… and it wouldn’t be him.
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      Shiloh was tiny curled up on his lap, so dainty and sweet. Sure, she was toned, her shoulders and arms shapely as she reached for his chest, fingers splaying through his dark hair, but his need to protect her was overwhelming. Mason could tell she kept in shape, and no doubt the marine biology helped her fitness, but beneath the beautiful exterior, she was a mystery. A woman with considerable aptitude and means who insisted on putting herself in harm’s way. A woman with enough experience to know she wasn’t safe in these waters, who came back regardless—Shiloh’s actions made no sense.

      “Great omelet.” He smiled at her, fixing another forkful, which he offered to her pouty little mouth.

      “I’m glad you like it.” Her terse tone suggested petulance rather than relief.

      “What’s wrong, Doc?” Normally, he wouldn’t have cared if a woman had a problem with his rules, but normally, he didn’t care about their welfare. Normally, there was no one. Shiloh was special.

      “Don’t you like your seat?”

      “I’m not used to being the only one naked,” she sighed, turning her gaze away. “Let alone sitting on someone’s lap.”

      “Not someone’s.” Reaching for her chin, he guided her attention back to where it should be. “Mine.” Mine. The word reverberated through his head as it had before. She was his, and oddly, he was absurdly happy with the reality. “You’ll get used to it,” he said in what passed from him as a reassuring tone.

      “Will I? Why should I get used to it?” Folding her arms under her gorgeous breasts, her face screwed into a scowl.

      Mason didn’t appreciate the curt reply.

      “We’re really going to have this conversation now?” His attention fell to the half-eaten omelet. It was tasty, and he wanted to devour it. “I’m surprised you already need to revisit my rules.”

      “I’m just saying you don’t have any right.” Shiloh’s voice trembled, and glancing back at her, he could see the effort it was taking to keep her emotions in check. “You can’t just come here and make the rules.”

      “Actually, I can.” Mason’s lips curled. “And don’t tell me you don’t like it. You’ve already been proven wrong on that score.”

      “It’s not that,” she snapped, writhing awkwardly against his thighs.

      If she kept squirming, she’d have another swollen cock to attend to before breakfast was through.

      “I just don’t need a man telling me what to do.” Shiloh blew out a breath self-righteously. “I never have and never will.”

      “Let’s get one thing straight, Doc. I’m not just any man.”

      Her gaze lifted at the severity of his voice.

      “You don’t get to be rude and disrespectful.” Spearing her with the full ferocity of his gaze, he went on. “And your performance since we started eating has been both.”

      “I haven’t said anything that—”

      “Save it.” Mason cut her off mid-sentence. Dropping his fork, his index finger pressed into her lips, silencing her. “Your tone was insolent, and you know it.”

      Shiloh’s gaze fell, her breathing ragged as he dressed her down.

      “I expect better than that. I know you can do better.”

      His voice softened as fresh tears welled in her eyes. She was so tightly wound and upset. If it was the last thing he did, he would ensure he eased her load. A woman as wonderful as Shiloh didn’t deserve to carry the weight of the world on her beautiful shoulders.

      “You don’t know anything about me.” Her voice was scarcely a whisper around his digit, but he noticed the way her jaw tightened, sensing her growing defiance.

      “I know you spend a hell of a lot of time out here on your own.” Easing his hand along her chin, he stroked her soft skin. “I know you think you have to do everything alone.” I know you want to sniff around the Kraken. He didn’t vocalize the thought, but it had become clear to him, the sub he protected was her end game, though he still didn’t understand why. Perhaps diverting her to San Felipe would distract her long enough to figure it out.

      “I’m happy on my own.” She recoiled from his touch, sliding from his lap, but he caught her wrist as she tried to walk away.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Mason’s voice resonated around the room.

      “I need some space.” Her widening eyes suggested she already knew she was in trouble, but her bravado didn’t waiver. “I’ve had enough breakfast.”

      “You’ve had enough when I say you’ve had enough.” Adrenaline pumped through his body, her boldness riling him. Why couldn’t she just obey? Didn’t she realize he was only looking out for her? And protecting the sub, the snarky voice in his head reminded him. That’s the real reason you’re here, ain’t it, Mason? It’s all about that damn submarine. The Kraken was the genesis of all this, but if that rusting wreck had brought Shiloh into his life, it only proved how vital it was.

      “No.” She rounded on him, slamming one foot into the floor until her delectable tits trembled at the deed. “I mean it, Mason. The sex is great and all, but you don’t get to come here and make demands on me. I have something important I’m trying to achieve and—”

      He moved so fast, she didn’t see him coming. His hybrid velocity was faster than the human eye could discern, especially when he acted with intentional speed. Grabbing the nearby pile of rope, he twisted it around one wrist, yanking her toward him to capture the second. It took less than half a minute to fetter both hands, securing the rope with a tight knot.

      “You can’t do this!” she screeched, brows knitting as she attempted to pull her hands apart. No doubt she was trying to understand his superhuman speed, but Mason didn’t have time for questions.

      “Quiet,” he warned, tugging her in his direction. “Otherwise, I’ll find something to gag you with.”

      “Lockheart!”

      Mason could see the panic in her eyes, the first flickers of fear mingling with the arousal he’d embedded there. Her irises glimmered with concern.

      Why was he binding her? Could she truly trust him? What would happen next?

      “Behave yourself.” He guided her to a nearby seat and forced her to sit. “I made the rules clear, yet you still chose to rebel.”

      “I don’t have to listen to your rules,” she panted. “This is the twenty-first century, Lockheart, not the fourteenth! You don’t get to board my boat without invitation, take me over your damn knee, then tie me up when you’re done with me!” Shiloh’s face reddened as her voice grew louder, all the anger she’d been brewing rocketing to the surface. “The Conundrum is mine, and you’ll treat me with some fucking respect.” She brought her foot down on his before lifting it and kicking him in the shin.

      “Oh, Doc.” His voice fell in disappointment. “That’s such a shame.”

      “What?” She faltered, her gaze losing some of its intensity. “What do you mean?”

      “I thought you could be my good girl.” He employed his sternest tone on purpose, wanting to convey his displeasure, when all the while, he was enthralled.

      Shiloh was more than Mason could ever have hoped. She’d taken her punishment and welcomed him with open legs, and now she was offering him something even better—the chance to prove his authority, for Mason to show her once and for all who was the boss. An opportunity he intended to grasp with both hands.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” There was mettle in her voice, but it was clear her conviction was wavering. “I’m not anyone’s good girl.”

      “You were warned.” Moving her toward him, Mason eyed another neat pile of rope by the entrance. “Warned what would happen when you broke my rules, told you would be held accountable.”

      “Mason.”

      What was that in her voice? A trace of terror?

      “Lockheart, what are you going to do?”

      “Just that.” He assured her, compelling her back to the cabin below. “Hold you accountable.”

      Striding to the rope, he flexed the length between his hands, advancing on her in a flash. One gentle push saw her collapse onto the nearby chair. Shiloh would stay where he wanted her until he told her differently.

      “No, please!” Shiloh’s voice rang out around the wheelhouse. “Don’t do this.”

      “Too late.”

      Crouching before her, he wound the rope around her ankles, ignoring the way her feet lashed out. He dodged one kick before he captured her slender limb in his grasp. Mason would make her pay for that. Hell, Shiloh would pay so well, she wouldn’t be sitting for some time to come.

      “That’s the last time you defy me, Doc, the last time you swear at me, and...” Seizing her ankles, he tightened the rope into a knot. “You will never kick me again.”

      “You’re not spanking me again, Lockheart.” Bound and entirely naked, she gazed at him with huge eyes. Her breaths were coming faster, though her beading nipples gave away her true feelings. “No fuc… freaking way.”

      “That’s a start, but how many times do I have to tell you?” He grinned as he shook his head. Even now, there was malice in her voice, and she seemed to think she was the one giving instructions. Rising to his feet, he towered over her. “You’re to do as you’re told.”

      Grasping her wrists, he dragged Shiloh to her feet, lifted her bound body from the chair in one swift motion, and flung her over his shoulder. Striding to his seat, he dismissed her squeals, sprawling her fettered form over his thighs and bringing his right palm down against her prone backside. Her skin was still slightly pink from her prior spanking, but by the time Mason was through, her hide would be thoroughly tanned.

      “In. Case. I. Wasn’t. Clear. Before.” His hand punctuated each word with a fresh smack to her rosy ass. “You. Will. Follow. My. Rules.”

      If he couldn’t make her understand this most simple concept, how was he going to keep such a headstrong woman secure, let alone persuade her to avoid the Kraken? Protecting this woman had become pivotal to Mason, almost as compelling as the need to shield her from the submarine.

      “You can’t make me.”

      Her tone was huskier than he expected, and she wasn’t struggling as much as he thought she would. Sure, the ropes meant it was practically impossible for her to get away, but the Shiloh he’d met had more fire than this, more fight. If Mason didn’t know better, he’d think she was enjoying this spanking. Her wriggling hips and breathy mewls reinforced the point.

      “Are you certain about that?” His palm paused, grazing a line over the tantalizing orbs of her ass and down between her legs. She groaned as his fingertips brushed over her labia. She was wet and needy—just as he’d suspected. “Are you sure you want to stop me?”

      “Mason.”

      Glancing at her wrists, he noticed she was no longer trying to free herself, her fingertips grazing the floor below.

      “We’re going to San Felipe, little girl.” Smiling, he slipped one, then a second finger into her tight snatch, relishing the way she contracted around him. God, he wanted to be inside her again. He craved her badly, but he’d ensured his needs were met earlier, and taking care of Shiloh’s needs was now his priority. “If need be, you can stay bound the rest of the journey. Do you understand?” He pumped his fingers in and out of her, his cock growing at her obvious excitement.

      “Oh God, Lockheart,” Shiloh rasped, gasping for air as he massaged her pussy wall, pushing his thumb gently into her puckered opening.

      “Open for me,” he commanded, easing his fingers free from her sex and skimming them over her swollen clit. Buoyed by her excited whimpers, Mason slid his thumb into her ass as he stimulated her eager nub. It wouldn’t take long to topple Shiloh right over the precipice. Only a few more strokes and she’d free fall, floating in ecstasy as she stretched over his lap.

      But that wouldn’t happen.

      Mason would take her right to the edge, over and over again, and each time she begged a little harder, he would deny her. He had told her, but Shiloh hadn’t listened.

      There was more than one way to punish a wayward mate.
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      Fuck! I have never wanted or hated anyone as much as Mason Lockheart. The man was a fucking Neanderthal! Yes, but a Neanderthal made of muscle and raw sexuality that called to some dark, twisted part of her soul in a way no one had before.

      It had been so long since she’d found true release. There was always plenty of sex to be had if she wanted it, but nothing like this. No one in a very long time, if ever, had made her mind, body, and soul acquiesce to the demands of another. No one who could still the chaos of her emotions. Mason forced her to focus on him yet gave her a quiet, peaceful space to just be.

      Mason removed his hand, bringing it back up to rub the painful swell of her backside before initiating another flurry of swats. A need arose in her, an ache to feel a connection to this man. His need to dominate her seemed to be as great as her need to revel in that dominance. There was only pain when his hand connected, but then pleasure radiated outward, suffusing her body with a desire for more.

      Tears welled in her eyes, and she fought them back—she wouldn’t give in. Before she could slip into that safe place, the spanking stopped, and his hand moved back between her legs.

      “No, Lockheart.”

      Two fingers shoved into her pussy—hard, fast, rough—but her body caught the tempo and fought to catch up. She was just about there—just at the point of ecstasy—when he removed them and spanked her again before slipping back to her sex. She howled in frustration.

      “Let’s try again,” he said in a calm voice. “You never tell me what to do… or not to do. You can ask, but you will do so in a respectful tone.”

      His thumb ran over her clit—slowly, softly. Shiloh tried to grind against him to increase the contact. When he removed his hand, she bucked and wriggled. He chuckled as he helped her to her feet and surveyed his handiwork—not just the ropes, but the flushed skin, the stiff nipples.

      “Not bad. I should look into some of those fancy rope classes,” he said as if to himself before hoisting her back over his shoulder and carrying her topside.

      He sat her down on the seat to the side of the helm, and she winced. The man knew how to give a spanking, but worse than that, he knew how to leave her in an almost painful state of need.

      “Lockheart?”

      “Yes, Shiloh?”

      “Please untie me and take me below. I…” She faltered. “I need you.”

      “That’s much better. See? You can remember the rules when you try. If you behave yourself, I might see fit to untying you soon. While I agree you need me on a myriad of levels, getting laid won’t happen anytime in the near future.”

      “You bastard,” she snarled, wriggling to her feet and hopping toward him aggressively… well, as aggressively as anyone who was bound could do.

      His hand came up, framing her jaw within the span between his thumb and his fingers before he grinned, somewhat manically. Slanting his lips across hers, his tongue surged into her mouth to taste, plunder, and arouse. Mason wrapped his other arm around her, pulling her into his body as he explored, giving her bottom lip a gentle nip when he withdrew.

      “You’re so damn cute when you’re angry, but calling me names is neither respectful nor will it get you what you want.” He inhaled deeply and sighed. “I swear nothing smells better than your woman when she’s aroused. At some point, I’m going to bury my face in your snatch and make a true meal of you. The other night was just a mere amuse-bouche. I don’t have time for that right now, but the sight of your naked body wrapped up in rope like a present has my cock at full mast, and you’ll need to see to that.”

      “I am not going down on you again without getting something in return.” She was determined to get on a more equal footing with him.

      “Okay, Doc,” he said, lifting her in his arms, cradling her to his chest as he carried her below where he laid her on her back on the table.

      Better. He has to untie my legs before he fucks me. It’s a toss up whether to let him fuck me before or after I kick him in the nuts.

      “Open wide, Doc. This is going to be hard and fast.”

      Forcing her jaws open, he ensured she couldn’t close her teeth around him as he shoved his cock past her lips, thrusting back and forth with power and no finesse until he brought himself to climax and filled her mouth with his cum.

      “Jesus, that was amazing. Swallow it, Doc.”

      She did as he ordered, wondering what the hell had come over her. Not only was she obeying him, but she enjoyed doing so. He withdrew, released her face, and stepped back before flipping her onto her belly. She laid there in a kind of stunned acceptance and heard him rooting around in the galley.

      “Where do you keep your paring knives?” he asked.

      “Magnetic strip above the stove.”

      “Oh, right. Geesh, the sight of you naked must be making me go blind. I knew you’d have what I need.”

      He stepped back within her line of sight, a towel draped over his shoulder. She tried to see what it was he was carving, but before her eyes could identify the object, her sense of smell alerted her not only to what it was but what he had planned.

      “No, please, Lockheart,” she said, trying to get up.

      He smacked her ass. “What did I tell you about staying where I put you?” She said nothing, and he landed another blow. “You answer me when I ask you a question. What did I tell you?” All amusement had left his voice.

      “Not to move.”

      “Good girl,” he crooned as he finished carving the object in his hand. She still couldn’t see it, but now all of her senses recognized it as a fresh piece of ginger he’d fashioned into what she was sure was a butt plug. Squatting down, he put the root in front of her face. “I don’t have any lube, Doc, so you’re going to need to get this nice and wet. Now, you can either do that with your mouth or your pussy. What’s it to be?”

      Shiloh locked her jaw as she shook her head.

      “Have it your way, but I would have thought your mouth would have been easier.”

      Mason stood, trailed his finger down her spine, following the cleft of her buttocks until he pressed against her dark rosette.

      “Lockheart, please, I’ll behave.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “You will.”

      He parted the petals of her sex as he slowly penetrated her asshole with his finger to the first knuckle as the other hand slid the ginger plug into her pussy unobstructed. She hissed as the seeping juice came into contact with her delicate tissue.

      Shiloh cried out in frustrated need, more than anything else. Mason took advantage, removing the plug and his finger, rimming her asshole with the ginger, before pushing in the tip. She wriggled and squirmed, but there was no getting away from him as he worked the plug inside her. She was tight, but he would not be denied. He used short strokes to coax her puckered rosebud to flower open for him before pushing it into the hilt he’d carved. Mason stood and wiped his hands on the towel.

      She groaned and started to cry. It was all too much. The worst part was what she wanted more than to be untied, more than the plug removed, more than being allowed to get to her feet. She wanted to feel his cock deep inside her again—thrusting back and forth until he brought them both to a glorious climax.

      Instead of laughing at her or being arrogant or mean, he rubbed the small of her back, crooning nonsensical words that made no cognitive sense but her soul recognized and understood. The entire time she endured the ginger plug, writhing on the table and begging him to stop, he stood next to her, stroking her body, comforting her, and encouraging her to submit. Finally, with a sob, she went limp and whimpered, nuzzling his thigh.

      “Good girl,” he murmured as he kissed the small of her back and removed the plug, and unbound her legs. “Now, let’s get you back upstairs.”

      “Please, Lockheart.”

      “No, Shiloh. I ought to lay you out all trussed up on the deck, but I want you to learn when you give, so will I. That doesn’t mean you’ll get whatever it is you threw a tantrum about, but it will go a long way to curtail whatever punishment I had to give you. Now, apologize and thank me for my discipline, and we’ll go back to where we started.”

      Shiloh shook her head.

      “Yes, Shiloh, or I’ll carve another plug, shove it up your ass, and make you wear it until we get to San Felipe.”

      She closed her eyes and sighed, defeated… at least for the moment. Outright defiance had gotten her nowhere. Mason was right. She was highly intelligent. She’d figure out a way to get herself out of this mess. The question that kept nagging her was, did she really want to? As much as both her ass and her pussy burned, she was more aroused than she’d ever been in her life.

      Sighing, she said softly, “I’m sorry, Mason. Thank you for punishing me.”

      “There’s my girl,” he said, taking the knife and slicing through the ropes that bound her legs. “Up you go.” He helped her to her feet and walked her back to the wheelhouse, putting an extra cushion on her chair and helping her to get as comfortable as she could with the lingering aftereffects of the ginger.

      “So, what are you looking for in the Sea of Cortez?”

      “I told you I was studying the sharks,” she modulated her tone, so it was soft and compliant.

      “What you told me was you were studying here a couple of years ago with the guy whose sweatpants I have on.”

      “I’m still studying them. There’s so little we know… especially Great Whites.”

      “You have no idea.” He chuckled. “But that’s not why you’re out here right now, is it?”

      Mason turned to stare at her, and it was as if he could see right through to the depths of her very essence. He made her feel stripped and vulnerable, which made sense given she was naked, but he also made her feel safe and oddly, cherished.

      “Don’t do it, Doc.” His blue eyes were imploring.

      “Do what?”

      “Lie to me. Why are you here? What makes you risk it?”

      “There’s no risk if you know what you’re doing and take precautions.”

      “Really? So, you wanted me to come on board, spank your ass, and fuck you silly.”

      “Of course not.”

      “Well, either you wanted me to claim you as mine, or you admit the Sea of Cortez is a dangerous place, especially for a woman alone.” His amused look was annoying.

      “You have lethal skills, so of course, a mere alarm system won’t stop you.”

      “I got news for you, Doc.” He sighed. “Those pirates and drug runners have a lot of the same skills. Now, answer the damn question, what are you doing here?”

      “If you must know…”

      “I must.”

      “There’s supposed to be a Spanish treasure ship Coronado was alleged to have sent that went down in a storm.” Best to keep to verifiable information. “It was rumored to contain gold from the famed Seven Cities of Cibola. There are vague references to it in correspondence I have, but no actual manifest and no record of it ever reaching Spain. Some say that’s how Cortez fell out of favor with the king.”

      “What’s the name of the ship?”

      “I’d rather not say.”

      “I’d rather you did.”

      “The San Bernardo de Calvo.”

      “Saint Bernard?”

      “Yes. He was a Spanish saint from the thirteenth century.”

      He examined her face closely.

      “Some say it held the treasure of El Dorado.”

      He snorted. “A lot of people say a lot of things that just aren’t true.” He paused for a minute. “Why is it I think you’re lying to me?”

      “If you let me go below, I’ll bring you the salient points of my documentation.”

      “I didn’t see anything in the salon.”

      “I keep it in my cabin.” She forced a laugh. “Usually under my mattress so it won’t get lost.”

      He watched her intently for a moment before leaning over and untying her hands. Stepping away, she felt his eyes on her back as if they were laser beams as she headed below. He could look all he wanted; the next thing he would be staring at was the business end of her SIG P365.

      She needed to get her sub in the water, and she would be free of him. She could keep the drop on him and manipulate the hoist with one hand, then drop it into the water with an auto release, which wasn’t ideal, but she could get in and seal the hatch before he could get to her.

      Shiloh wouldn’t leave him defenseless by tying him up. She thanked whatever powers that controlled these things, she’d left her SCUBA gear, swimwear, wetsuit, and she was pretty sure some street clothes in the sub. If he was headed to San Felipe, she would head southwest to Guaymas. He was lucky she didn’t want to tie him up and shove ginger up his ass! She shivered. She didn’t even want to think of the consequences of trying that with Mason Lockheart. Somehow, she didn’t think he believed in the old adage that sauce for the goose was sauce for the gander.

      Entering her cabin, a blush rose in her cheeks as she looked at the bed. It was a mess. Anyone seeing it would have no doubt it had been used for hardcore sex. She shivered.

      God, that man could fuck.

      Pulling back the mattress, she tapped the combination for the safe onto its touchpad. The mechanism that locked it slid the door out of the way. Come to mama. The SIG was ready.

      “Problem?” he growled from behind her.

      She lifted the familiar loaded handgun and released the safety. Standing, she turned slowly.

      “Not for me. Move away from the door, Mason.”

      “You are so getting punished for this,” he said menacingly.

      “What part of I’m the one with the loaded gun are you missing? Step back, Mason. I don’t want to, but I assure you I will pull the trigger, and I won’t miss.”

      “Where do you think you’re going? Or are you planning to set me adrift in your Zodiac?” he asked, backing into the main salon.

      “No. Unlike you, I wouldn’t leave you at the hands of predators. I’ll leave you locked here below,” she said, sidling past him. “By the time you get it unlocked, Tiburon and I will be long gone.”

      “Let me get this straight. Your plan is to get in your little toy sub and go someplace stark naked. I’m sure the male population will appreciate the view, but at best, they’ll toss your cute little ass in jail. Now, they may think twice about doing anything else because your pretty backside is still sporting a lot of color.”

      Heat rose in her cheeks. “Proof of your assault.”

      He snorted. “Hardly.”

      She backed up the stairs. “I’d appreciate it if you left my boat in San Felipe. If not, I know the transponder codes and can locate it. I think it goes without saying… I never want to see you again, or those consequences you’ve been imposing on me will come crashing down on your head.”

      Shiloh slammed the door shut and barely got it locked before he was beating his fist against it. She had hoped when she had him trapped downstairs, she could take more time getting ready to leave, but she wasn’t sure how long the wooden barrier would hold.

      She ran to the hydraulic controls, lifted the sub just high enough to clear the side of the ship, and hit the emergency release. Running to the side, she engaged the safety on her gun and made a jump for the sub. She teetered on the edge but threw her body forward and scrambled down into the sub, locking the hatch behind her.

      Starting the engines, she made a hasty dive under the water. Going deep and using all of Tiburon’s power, she steered away from The Conundrum and sped in the opposite direction of Mason Lockheart and all he had to offer.

      No, that’s not right. I’m leaving captivity behind.
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      Fury burned in his veins, blinding him as his fist pounded on the door. How dare she? How fucking dare she do this? He understood she was angry, upset at how he’d treated her, but it was nothing compared to the punishment Mason would rain down on her when he finally got his hands on her again.

      He turned, surveying the bed they’d messed up together. The woman drove him crazy. How could she offer him everything he wanted yet still infuriate him? Stomping toward the mattress where she’d pulled the weapon from, he considered the quandary. He liked her, he truly liked her, but Shiloh had a lot to learn. Just as well, he was the man to teach her. Lifting the mattress with one hand, he scanned the area for more guns. If she had an arsenal strewn under here, he wanted to know about it. This would be the last time she ever pulled a stunt like this on him.

      Finding nothing but her open safe, he was just about to lower the mattress when a glint of metal caught his eyes. It was hidden in the open box she’d pulled the gun from, but something about it piqued his interest. Metal? Under her bed? Who kept a piece of jagged metal? Reaching for it, Mason pulled it free, allowing the mattress to crash back onto the bed frame. Heart-pounding, his gaze took it in. It was a plaque, old and partially rusted, but the markings were still discernible.

      “Jesus,” he muttered as he held it to the light. It showed the lower portion of a hull number—SS-370. His heart sped up so fast it threatened to leap into his throat—the designation for the USS Kraken. “She knows.”

      Suddenly, it all fell into place. Her bullshit about the San Bernardo de Calvo was a façade, a giant lie designed to throw him off the scent of her real objective—finding the Kraken. Mason squeezed his eyes closed, trying to get a handle on the rage racing through his body. She knew about the Kraken, and now, he had no doubt, she was in that pathetic little sub, hurtling toward it.

      “Fuck!” His growl resonated around the room as he threw the metal onto the floor and headed back to the door. Pulling in a deep breath, he lifted his fist, all his energy focusing on its pursuit. He was getting out of this room. He was going to break down this door and be in the water after her, and once he found her, heaven help Dr. Whittaker.

      Mason’s flesh collided with the structure, and he felt it splinter under the force. Grinning, he withdrew his hand, smashing it into the weakened wood again, and this time, he used his foot to break the lower half. Filled with triumph at the small victory and fueled by adrenaline, he pounded the wood, discarding fragments of it, as the other side of the door came into view. It only took a few more minutes before the hole he’d created was large enough for him to squeeze through. Mason was a big man, but he was also lithe and agile. Escape had only been a matter of time.

      Slipping out of the sweat pants en route to the deck, he dove into the ocean a few seconds later. The change was swift as his body submerged, but the impetus to find Shiloh, to make sure she was okay, and to make her pay for her insolence drove him. He knew precisely where to find her. The Kraken—the only other thing he’d ever felt compelled to protect. The irony that one was now headed straight for the other was not lost on Mason as he dove deep, but it hardly mattered. His mission was doubly significant. Not only did he have to defend the integrity of the vessel he’d sworn to protect all those years ago, but now, he was guarding it from the woman who’d crashed into his life and turned everything on its head.

      It didn’t take long for him to catch up with Shiloh’s sub. He sensed it cutting through the water ahead of him, its infernal lights an unnatural glare in the quiet of the deep blue sea. His instinct was to intercept her, to end her journey and force her to the surface, the way he’d done before, but something told him to pause. Mason wanted to know if his judgment was correct. Was it really the Kraken that called Shiloh to the depths of these dangerous waters, and if so, what was her fascination with the wreck?

      The only way to put the matter to bed once and for all was to follow her, find out what her intentions were, then confront her. That was his goal as he watched the small submersible glide away. He’d tail her back to her final destination and figure out her damn secret. It would be the last time Shiloh ever lied to him.

      Swimming in the depths, he stalked her. His presence frightened off most other marine life, and for the most part, the journey was uneventful. Each mile they swam confirmed his deepest fear. It was the Kraken she was targeting—his two passions colliding in the worst possible way. He watched as she moved closer, her lights illuminating its ghostly wreckage like something from one of those horror movies he always avoided.

      The other shark shifters would have surfaced for the day. The waters were silent as she prowled, and time protracted as she explored its perimeter. All Mason could do was hold back, watch, and wait. His gut response was to get her the fuck away—the product of years of conditioning to protect the wreck—but the voice in his head told him to hold fire. Mason needed to know what she was up to, what compelled her into such a ludicrous plan. It wasn’t like him to do nothing, but the only way to discover the truth was to watch events unfold.

      Circling in the depths, just out of her range of vision, he observed her exploration. If all she was doing was looking around, perhaps he could live with that. He could trail her back to the surface, then ensure she never returned. That thought was just cementing in his mind as the hatch to her sub flew open, and to his horror, he watched her emerge in full SCUBA gear.

      What the hell are you doing?

      His words resonated through the water, and though he knew she’d never hear them, they reverberated endlessly as though they wanted to taunt. Swimming closer, he witnessed her diving toward the Kraken, her slender body vanishing against its ethereal form. He didn’t like this. It was one thing to swim around the wreck in her sub, but to poke around the Kraken outside of Tiburon’s protection was quite another. Mason wouldn’t let her—

      His thought process was splintered by the sound of another animal in the water—a fish, a large one. Turning his head, Mason scanned the area, his senses confirming the incoming menace long before the Great White came into view. Warily, the male approached, and it only took a couple of seconds for Mason to confirm it wasn’t anyone he knew—pureblood or hybrid. The animal looming in the water was the real thing, rows of razor-sharp teeth propelled by a huge mass of muscular strength. It was one of the most ancient, powerful predators on the planet, and it was headed straight for Shiloh!

      His focus flitted back to his woman, the panic inside him intensifying. A shark like this was no match for him. Not only was Mason larger, but his brain was inherently sharper. He could outwit and outmaneuver the fish with little fear of permanent damage, but to Shiloh, the approaching male could prove deadly. Caught up in her obsession with the Kraken, she hadn’t even noticed its advance.

      Acting on instinct, he rocketed in her direction, intending to cut the shark off and confront it, but the male sensed his approach and sped toward her.

      Shiloh!

      Her name rang through the water, the echo distracting the shark long enough for Mason to gain an advantage. Swimming close to the wreck, he circled Shiloh, rounding back on the impending male. He sensed the moment she noticed him, her heart rate audible as it increased in response to his presence. Turning, she came to rest against the wreck, her eyes huge as she watched him, and for a split second, their gazes locked. He wanted to tell her it would be okay, that there was no reason to be afraid, but there was no time for consolation. The animal who’d strayed into their path was back on the hunt, his attention fixed firmly on him, the Kraken, and Shiloh.

      He paused at her side, watching it speed up as it swam in their direction, the sound of her heart almost deafening as it neared. The Great White was less than a few feet away when Mason attacked, propelling himself at its gills with as much force as he could muster and knocking it off course. They lurched through the water, one predator on the other. Mason’s jaws tore at its flesh until he tasted blood, but his grip wasn’t strong enough to hold on. The other fish pulled away, injured and temporarily subdued. It remained to be seen if Mason’s assault was enough to scare or only anger it. He didn’t dare take his eyes from the threat and couldn’t turn to check on Shiloh. He hoped she could dispel the fear-induced paralysis long enough to get back to her sub. Inside the thing, she had a chance. Without it, a shark of this size could easily make a meal of her.

      The shark opened its jaws as he swam in Mason’s direction. It was clearly hurt, but not badly enough to have done the job, and if he didn’t know better, there was revenge gleaming in its dark eyes as it advanced. Meeting the challenge the only way Mason knew how, he surged forward to collide with his rival, determined to save Shiloh. The last thing he recalled before the shark’s teeth sliced into his flesh was her face. The way she smiled, the sound of her laugh, and the guttural noise she made when she wanted to come.

      Shiloh.

      Shiloh was in trouble. She’d become as important to him as the Kraken—more important—and he’d give his last breath to protect her.
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      That should hold Mason Lockheart for a while. Let the caveman figure out how to beat down the door.

      What was she going to do about Mason? Shiloh had to admit—if only to herself—she was wildly attracted to him. She had never responded to any man the way she did to him but wasn’t sure she liked the way he made her feel. She’d have to give that some thought.

      Shiloh sent the sub’s depth level to just above the seafloor, then set her navigation unit to take her to Guaymas. She had the proximity sensors on, so the sub would let her know if she was in danger of running into something. Leaning back, she closed her eyes.

      What the hell had she been thinking? What was she thinking now? It was taking all her willpower not to return to her boat and see if she couldn’t make amends with Mason—the man who had spanked her, fucked her, then stuck a piece of ginger up her ass. She hated him… but she’d never wanted anyone more in her life.

      It made no sense. She should want to get as far away from Mason Lockheart as she could, then report his sorry ass to the authorities here in Mexico and to the United States Navy. But if anything came of it, she’d be hard-pressed to testify against him.

      “How did you react when the defendant spanked you?” his attorney would ask while Mason regarded her with those deep blue eyes that dared her to lie.

      What would she say? That she’d been so aroused when he got behind her and thrust in, she climaxed with no other sexual stimulation. No, check that. Spanking her was not an acceptable form of foreplay.

      Or he’d ask, “What did you do when the defendant forced you to your knees and commanded you give him a blow job?”

      God knows Mason Lockheart wouldn’t hire a woman to defend him… or maybe he would—some ex who had reveled in his embrace the same way she had and would do anything to get back into his bed.

      Shiloh shook her head, trying to break the sensual spell which enthralled her.

      Who was she kidding? Mason had been right. Everything he’d done had been more arousing than anything she’d ever experienced. What the hell was she going to do?

      Shiloh realized she had no choice. Her entire life had been dedicated to proving her mother’s hypotheses regarding the Kraken and its secret mission weren’t just wild conspiracy theories. Once she could prove that, perhaps she could make the world see there had been more reason for others to kill her than for her mother to commit suicide.

      She pushed the errant thoughts of Mason away, ignoring the way her nipples stiffened and her pussy softened when she thought of him.

      Her father’s note, like everything else in her life, was on board The Conundrum with Lockheart. Oh, for Christ’s sake, get a grip. The file folder containing the proof behind what her mother had theorized was also aboard The Conundrum. With the documentation her mother had amassed and all she had put together, combined with her discovery of the Kraken, maybe she would finally fit together the pieces to the puzzle. She had to get back on board The Conundrum. Her mother’s file was there, as was the fragment of the hull plate.

      The hull. Now that the sexual fog seemed to be clearing, Shiloh realized she hadn’t taken any pictures of the Kraken. She needed to get as many as she could and from as many angles, then examine them for distinguishing marks or something identifiable as having only been on the scuttled submarine.

      Shiloh sat up and disengaged the nav unit, then reversed course and made for the Kraken.

      Time enough to go investigate the sunken submarine before heading to Guaymas. After all, her only SCUBA gear was in the sub with her, and the Kraken had been too deep to dive without gear. Once there, it was eerily quiet in terms of movement, as if the fish understood it was a graveyard of sorts—not just for the men who might have gone to their deaths with the sub but for the secrets that had been sent to the bottom with her.

      The Tiburon was equipped with a specialized high-def camera for both stills and video. Shiloh filmed the sub as she moved around it, paying close attention to anything that might help her prove the government had known about Pearl Harbor or at the very least had provoked Japan into doing something that would justify to the American people the United States needed to enter WWII.

      She switched from video to stills and retraced her steps. On the starboard side was what appeared to be a long dent with more corrosion than the rest of the sub. Her mother’s notes had included a statement that the sub needed to be repaired from an incident involving a torpedo. The weapon had been a dud, and instead of destroying the Kraken, it had only done surface damage.

      If she could find the damage, she could snap pictures. She reviewed the tape and thought she saw what might be the tail end of the scrape toward the stern. Piloting the sub back to the area, she realized she couldn’t get the proper angle from the sub’s camera. The sub was sitting right at or just below the maximum depth a human diver could withstand outside of a pressurized environment.

      Shiloh set the sub’s automatic hovering/parking system, got into her SCUBA gear, then got into the water. Each time she returned to the sea, she was reminded of how being in the water had always seemed natural to her—as if she had always belonged there. While she respected its power, she had no fear of the ocean or the sea life it contained. Donning her SCUBA gear, she went out through the dive port with her handheld camera and swam toward the Kraken.

      She had to remind herself to breathe as she closed on the object of her obsession and admitted that it had become just that. Her mother’s murder—not just her death but seeing those who had done it running away from the house and not being able to convince anyone that she had seen what she had—and now, it was here, right in front of her.

      Running her fingers over the heavily corroded surface, she could feel the differences in texture not only along the hull but in the way the water washed over it and her. It was incredible. What secrets were contained within? Had those who scuttled the Kraken sacrificed themselves in a last act of duty to the nation?

      She floated in the water above the scrape. The damage had been minimal to the Kraken itself, but it would prove invaluable in proving her case and forcing the government to admit its complicity in both the attack on Pearl Harbor and what had happened to the original Kraken.

      Shiloh felt a disturbance in the water—something large had disrupted the ocean’s natural ebb and flow. Turning, two enormous Great Whites were closing on her position. Shit! She knew at this time of year, these waters were home to more than their fair share of apex predators, but two Great Whites in the same space was unusual. There was no blood in the water to cause a feeding frenzy. In fact, all the other fish seemed to have vacated the area. The only food source for them was… her.

      Something was off in the way the two sharks sized up each other. She could tell both were males, although the one closest to her was much larger. How had it gotten so close? At the moment, they were focused on each other. She forced herself to regulate her breathing, but her heart rate was another matter altogether. Flattening against the hull, which was hindered by her SCUBA tanks, she tried to inch away. Her eyes darted up toward Tiburon. It was too far to try to outswim either shark, but perhaps if they were engaged with each other, she could make it.

      The larger of the two swished its powerful tail, putting itself between her and the other shark. For a moment, it took its eyes off the smaller shark and locked with hers. They weren’t like the eyes of other Great Whites, which had a light blue iris—lighter even than hers—with a kind of navy-blue pupil. They were much deeper blue with a black iris, much more human-like and oddly familiar.

      The smaller shark swam away from the larger shark but parallel to the sub. It kept an eye on the larger fish but seemed to be focused on her, which made sense as she was most definitely prey. The larger predator turned and tracked the smaller, seeming to ignore her as insignificant. When the smaller one surged toward them, the larger rushed to intercept, grasping its adversary’s side behind its gills. Blood flowed freely into the water. That wasn’t good; blood would not only attract other sharks but could easily send all of them into a feeding frenzy with her as a tasty snack.

      The bleeding shark pulled away while the other’s focused laser-sharp on its opponent. Shiloh used their attention on each other to push off from the Kraken and use all of her strength to get enough speed to get to her submarine. Scrambling inside, she locked the hatch, expelling the water that entered. She sloughed off her SCUBA gear and got into the pilot’s seat to see the two adversaries propel themselves forward, colliding as the smaller shark retaliated, ripping into its opponent.

      Blood filled the water. Shiloh felt confident in shark-infested waters, but the damage that could be done to the sub if a large number of Great Whites began using it as a ball in an underwater game of water polo would not be insignificant. She turned Tiburon away from the fight and engaged the engine, throttling up to full power and sending the sub away from the fight. She saw two large Great Whites headed toward the Kraken and realized who the larger shark’s eyes had reminded her of—Mason’s.

      Knowing it was foolhardy and hopelessly romantic, Shiloh turned the sub to head back to the injured Great White that had tried to protect her. Without his intervention, she wasn’t sure she would have noticed the other Great White until it was too late, far too focused on her discovery. She moved past the two sharks that had passed her, jettisoning air bubbles in her wake to throw off their senses.

      Maneuvering between the two original combatants, she could see other sharks moving into the area. She piloted the sub between her protector and his antagonist. The smaller shark came at her and rammed the bubble of her sub with its gaping teeth. Shiloh throttled forward, driving the smaller shark backward. She didn’t want to drown the thing, but she needed it to back off.

      Luckily, the shark seemed to understand it was outnumbered and hurried off in a direction that would take it away from her and the other sharks moving in. The injured Great White bumped the sub from beneath, then moved along her hull almost in a caress, passing closely by her viewscreen. She could see the gash, which had bled freely, but didn’t seem overly serious. The large shark whacked the side of the sub with its tail, making it rock before it swam off.

      When she didn’t move the sub, the shark came back, passing only inches away from the viewscreen. Once more, the shark locked eyes with her—their resemblance to Mason’s was uncanny. Before she could muse more about the similarity or Mason in general, the shark smacked the sub again with its tail before moving off.

      Shiloh waited, watching the shark as it moved off only to return, swimming beneath her and rapping the underside with its snout before banging the stern of the sub with its tail. No wonder the damn thing made her think of Mason; it was every bit as bossy.

      She rolled her eyes at her own flight of fancy. How could a shark’s eyes and behavior resemble Mason’s? That made no sense. One was human, the other… well, a shark. No, this was all just part of her growing obsession with the SEAL commander. Shiloh pulled up the transponder codes for The Conundrum, which appeared to be in the same location. Could Mason still be trapped below? The old ship was solid, but she doubted the door could withstand repeated and forceful attacks from the powerful SEAL.

      She approached The Conundrum and boarded, activating the alarm and scanning the deck and the interior. She’d been right, the door had given way to Mason’s anger, but she couldn’t locate him. Turning on the auditory sensors, she heard nothing that indicated a human was still on board. She needed those documents and that hull-plate fragment.

      Once more, she parked, for lack of a better term, the sub less than fifteen feet underwater and left Tiburon through the diving port. She surfaced toward the port stern and eased onto the diving platform, not raising her head enough to be seen. She stayed in place, listening to the sounds of The Conundrum. Mason was not on board; she was sure of it. Perhaps who’d ever flown him out had come out to get him.

      Silently, she moved up onto the deck and gradually searched the entire vessel. Mason was nowhere to be found. Shiloh moved down to her cabin and stifled a laugh. The door was still locked, but only the frame remained intact. The center mass of the door had been destroyed. No doubt about it, Mason had been pissed. That ought to show the bastard she wasn’t to be trifled with. Stick a piece of ginger up her ass? She’d showed him.

      “You’d better be glad he wasn’t here when you returned,” whispered the voice inside her head.

      Involuntarily her butt clenched from the thought of another piece of ginger and the shudder that went through her body was in reaction to the thought of being put over his knee again. It hurt like hell when Mason spanked her, yet the pain was freeing and incredibly arousing. Before entering her cabin, Shiloh returned to the galley, collected all the ginger in all its forms, returned to the deck, and tossed them overboard. She never expected to see him again, but better safe than sorry.

      She returned to her cabin and unlocked the door before opening it, chiding herself for not simply walking through the enormous hole. Looking at the bed, it was obvious Mason had found her safe. Lifting the mattress out of the way, she examined the contents, grabbed the envelope from her father, and removed the file folder. Thank God the documentation was still there. The hull plate was not—that piece of metal was damning evidence of the proof of whatever had happened. She turned, and something metallic caught her eye. Leaning down, she picked it up and sighed in relief—the hull plate. Shiloh returned the envelope, folder, and piece of metal to the box and closed it.

      Returning topside, she dove into the water and retrieved her sub. She raised it out of the ocean and secured it on deck. After checking the weather reports, she hauled her anchor and got underway. She thought of returning to San Felipe but decided Guaymas was still preferable.

      Turning toward her destination, she felt something bump the boat on the starboard side. When she turned to look… a single dorsal fin from a Great White cut through the surface of the water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Mason

          

        

      

    

    
      Mason was dazed as he sliced through the water. She’d come back to help him after he’d put himself between her and the Great White, after he’d given her the perfect opportunity to escape—she’d actually chosen to come back to his rescue.

      Why had she done that?

      He knew Shiloh was strong-headed and determined, but he hadn’t considered her completely reckless. The other shark was big enough to have badly damaged her sub, but she’d taken the risk, putting herself in harm’s way for him.

      For me. The words pinballed around his mind. She did it for me.

      That was ridiculous. Shiloh didn’t know he was a shifter. She had no way of knowing the Great White who rocketed in to save her skin had been the same man peppering her ass only hours before. Even though it made no sense for him to care about a woman he’d only screwed a few times, the draw to protect her had been too compelling to resist. There was no way she could know—was there?

      Breaking the surface of the waves, he patrolled the water. The bite he’d received was only superficial, but he’d need to check on it when he shifted. The last thing he needed was a looming infection. He mused on the idea as The Conundrum finally came into sight, watching as she raised the tiny sub back to the deck and secured it topside. Then and there, he made up his mind—he was going to reveal his secret to Shiloh.

      In all the years he’d been able to shift, Mason had never let on about the ability to another living soul unless they also shared the gift. It had meant lying or concealing the truth to a lot of people he respected. That deceit never sat right with him, but it was an inevitable consequence of his hybrid strength. He couldn’t allow people to know, ask questions, or poke around. It would lead strangers toward the one thing he needed to shield—the same ghostly vessel that had drawn Shiloh from her sub.

      Shiloh.

      She stood on The Conundrum, gazing out to sea, her expression rousing him.

      She would be the first person he told the truth, the first he trusted. However, as well as unlocking his soul to the beautiful redhead, there was also the matter of his impromptu incarceration to deal with. That little lady had thought it appropriate to leave him locked up, and to make matters worse, her incessant curiosity had made her shark bait. If he hadn’t followed her, hadn’t been there to intercept the predator, he shuddered to think what might have happened.

      Diving deep, he closed the distance between them in record speed, bumping the side of The Conundrum as gently as his huge girth allowed. That should get her attention. Heading for the surface, he emerged triumphantly, ready to put on a show. He could feel the weight of Shiloh’s stare as he turned in the water, disappearing from her sight. Plunging deep into the depths, he readied himself. This was going to be spectacular. It took every ounce of his energy to garner enough velocity, but as he rocketed toward the sun, he was victorious.

      Shiloh was the only person he’d ever wanted to disclose his secret to, and he couldn’t think of a better way. Exploding out of the water, his shark body flew into the air, only a few feet from the boat. It took a few seconds to morph back into the man she recognized, his human form landing with a splash. Conscious of the limited time he had to exit the waves, he swam swiftly to the side of The Conundrum.

      “M-Mason?” Her stammering voice greeted him as he climbed on board. “What the hell?”

      “Shiloh.” He smiled, shaking the excess water from his hair as he strode toward her. “We need to talk.”

      “You’re hurt?” Her large eyes widened further as she took in his left shoulder, and following her gaze, he assessed the wound.

      “That’s not what I expected your first question to be.” Chuckling, he winced as she examined the bite. As he suspected, it wasn’t serious—the other shark didn’t have as much strength as he did—but the wound could still use a cleaning and some tender loving care.

      “I…” She shook her head as if lost for words. Well, that was a first. “I don’t know what else to say. I can’t possibly have just seen you transform from a Great White shark.” Gazing out at the endless ocean, she pulled in a breath. “Can I?”

      “‘Fraid so, Doc.” He moved toward her, taking her chin lightly between his thumb and his forefinger. The sun blazed in the sky behind him, warming his naked body. “That’s one of the things I need to talk to you about.”

      “Lockheart.” Her voice was strained. “That’s not possible. What I just saw… it’s not possible.”

      Mason smiled at her sympathetically. She was a scientist and naturally reluctant to accept the world was full of mysteries beyond what she could explain. He understood. Hell, her stunned expression was almost cute.

      “Seems like you’ll have to rethink what’s possible, beautiful.”

      “So, that was you?” Moving from his grasp, she tilted her head toward the waves. “In the water? You were the shark who attacked the Great White racing toward me?”

      “Yes.” His jaw tightened. “And that brings us to one of the other things we need to discuss. What’s your interest in the Kraken, and why on earth were you snooping around it? Do you have any idea how dangerous those waters are?”

      “Not this again.” Shiloh blew out a breath. “And stop changing the subject. You’re half-man, half-shark—you can’t just drop a bomb like that and expect me to carry on with my day! How Mason?” Her small hands rose to her hips, her gaze raking over his naked body. “How the hell is this possible?”

      “It’s possible,” he assured her. “I know it’s a shock.”

      “A shock?” She shook her head in disbelief. “That’s one way of putting it!”

      “I’ve never told anyone before.” His tone revealed the tension attached to the admission. “Never wanted to.”

      “I still don’t know what to say.” Shiloh’s expression softened. “But thank you, Mason. Thanks for coming after me. Your secret is safe with me. Besides, who would believe me?  I think the other shark had food on its mind.”

      “You thought right.” He couldn’t resist touching her again, his index finger grazing a soft caress under her jaw bone. She was so gorgeous, so utterly right for him. “And you’re welcome. I guess I should show my gratitude for you coming back to check on me.” His brow rose in acknowledgment. “You helped frighten him off.”

      “One good turn deserves another.” She smiled, skepticism still in her eyes, but Shiloh couldn’t doubt what she’d seen for herself, couldn’t refute what she knew to be true. “Let me patch that up for you.” She carefully reached for his shoulder, assessing his wounds. “I have a first aid kit below.”

      “Sure.” He would have been happy to do it himself, but he liked her attention, her soft touch as she considered his injury.

      “I still can’t believe this…” She turned, leading him below and through the cabin. “The first aid kit is in my cabin.”

      Mason sat on the bed, watching her open the locker and get out a container of medical supplies. Shiloh went to move past him back into the main salon of the boat, but Mason brought his leg up, effectively barring the door, and shook his head.

      “I need to get something to clean that wound with,” she said staring down at the human barrier.

      “I can see antiseptic cloths. Use those. You don’t leave this cabin until we get a few things straight. I’ll explain as best I can.” He smiled at her bewilderment. “Once you patch me up, we can talk.”
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      “So, you’ve always been this way?” She fidgeted awkwardly in her seat, though he couldn’t be sure if her discomfort was based on his shapeshifting or the spanking she’d received earlier. “Able to become a shark?”

      “Not always.” It was strange discussing this with her, with anyone. For so long, Mason had repressed this side of himself, but it was a relief to open up to someone. “The change first happened in my teens.”

      He resisted the urge to tell her the whole story, how his father had also been a shifter, like those who had come before him. How they’d only sired a single son—one who would pick up the mantle of duty to the Kraken. How his father had tutored Mason in the transformation and first took him to the Kraken. As liberating as it was to be open, he kept back some information. His need for secrecy, like his desire to serve, was ingrained in his DNA.

      “Wow.” Shiloh’s brow rose. “It’s incredible, Lockheart, but how?”

      “I don’t know all the ins and outs. It’s still kind of a mystery to me. I just know this is my reality and that of four others—all of us descendants of those who went down with the Kraken. There are others, but only the five of us are called to duty to protect the Kraken.”

      At least an hour had passed since she’d treated his wound, and after a cold drink, they sat on the deck as the sun dipped in the sky.

      “I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it for myself.” She hesitated, tucking the loose strands of her hair behind her ear. “Why did you let me see it?”

      “I trust you, Shiloh.” The answer came immediately. “I have right from the get-go. I know we haven’t known each other long, but you’re absolutely fascinating, smart, determined, not to mention smoking hot.”

      “Oh.” A beautiful blush bloomed in her cheeks, the hue almost matching the rosy color of her backside. “Well, thank you.”

      “I want to spend more time with you, to get to know you better.” Pausing, he shifted forward on his seat, reaching for her forearm. “I think you want that as well.”

      “We don’t know each other well.” Her gaze slid to him. “And you infuriate the hell out of me, but yeah, Lockheart… yeah, I want that, too.”

      “Don’t push your luck, little girl.” Mason smirked, his fingers trailing an invisible line to her wrist. She was so diminutive, so delicate, yet he knew a fierce, independent woman lurked within her. A woman who needed an even stronger man to tame her, and tame her, he would. “You wouldn’t want to end up over my lap so soon after your last spanking, would you?”

      “About that…” Her face blanched. “I’m a grown woman. I can’t accept you treating me like that. You can’t just keep spanking me.” Her face screwed into a ball as if the word left a nasty taste in her mouth.

      He wanted to laugh at her display.

      “We’ve been through this.” He sighed as his fingertips brushed over her hands. “I think you’re starting to understand my expectations, and we both know how well you respond to my discipline.”

      “Mason.” Her voice was breathless as she squirmed on the seat. “That’s what I mean. You can’t discipline me.”

      “Sure, I can.” Grasping her hand, Mason hauled her to her feet, yanking her pants down her body as if they were nothing, then with one sharp tug, sent her tumbling into his lap. He snaked one arm around her middle, pulling her against him until finally, she ceded, her legs straddling his body. “And we both know you deserve it.”

      “No.” Shiloh’s lips twisted into a pout.

      “No?” He chuckled, his amusement forcing her gaze to meet his. “Are you sure about that? I recall a woman who locked me in her cabin and left me, then zoomed off into the depths and nearly got herself killed by an apex predator.”

      “I was perfectly within my rights to do those things.” Struggling to be free, she writhed against him, his cock stirring at her tantalizing proximity. “You’re not my master, Mason.”

      Her master—that had a nice ring to it.

      “You already know how this works.” Leaning into her, he grazed a caress over her lips. “You’re going to be well punished for your performances earlier, then once I’m satisfied, we’ll talk about why you’re so interested in the USS Kraken and why I found a part of its hull under your mattress.”

      “You can’t do this, Lockheart.” Shiloh’s eyes were as wide as saucers, her breathing ragged and those wonderful nipples were stiff with desire. “You can’t make me.”

      “Oh, Doc. Come on now. We both know you won’t need much coercion. You know damn well you deserve to be spanked. You were made for this, Shiloh. Made for me.”
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      No! No! No! This was not happening again!

      Mason reached around her, his hand connecting with her ass with a resounding crack that reignited both the heat and sting from the earlier spanking. Shiloh was still trying to process the fact that he was a shark, that he intended to spank her and that she was falling for the dominant SEAL Commander. Caught up in her own thoughts, she was unprepared when he flipped her so that she was once more face down over his hard thighs.

      “No, damn it, Mason!”

      His hand rained hellfire on her ass.

      “I think I’ve been pretty clear about who makes the rules and who gets her bottom blistered when she breaks them. For the record, playing bumper tag with a Great White, toy submarine or not, is dangerous, and you will not do it again. Last time we were on this boat, I gave you a little rope, both literally and figuratively, and you almost hung yourself with it.” He peppered her ass with harsh strikes, covering her backside and the backs of her thighs.

      She wondered if he had any idea how much his spanking hurt.

      “Do you understand me? You are not to put yourself in danger.”

      The enormity of everything that had happened crashed down on her—Mason, the contents of the envelope, the way Mason made her feel, the Kraken’s hull plate, Mason’s discipline, the encounter with the shark, the fact Mason could morph into a Great White—and the tears fell. The day had been a maelstrom of emotions and revelations, not all of them welcome.

      Shiloh lost count of the number of times his hand connected with her backside. The longer he spanked, the harder she cried. Halfway through, a kind of peace descended over her, and she sobbed, letting her fear and stress wash away. Until now, until Mason had bulldozed his way into her life, she hadn’t felt truly safe since the night of her mother’s murder. But here, face down over his knee, having him slap her bottom with rhythm and strength gave her a feeling of serenity and security she didn’t comprehend but understood she didn’t have to.

      “That’s better. Let it go, Shiloh. I’ve got you.”

      It didn’t matter he wasn’t quite human or that each smack sent arousal and pain in equal measure surging through her system. What mattered was she belonged with him, to him, and always had. He was the missing piece to the puzzle that had been her life. Did it really matter if her mother had been right? It had been almost a century since whatever had or hadn’t happened. Would knowing bring her mother back or her father? Wouldn’t they both want her to be happy?

      She recognized the tears were nothing to be ashamed of, cleansing her soul of the fear, pain, and loss that had come before. Mason stopped smacking her and caressed her fiery globes. He lifted and turned her, so she was no longer lying face down over his lap but sitting painfully, cradled against his massive chest. A chest that somehow contained lungs that allowed him to breathe underwater. How did that work? How did his body make the shift from human to shark and back again? Did he have to be in the water for a certain amount of time? Could he control when his body shifted? So many fascinating questions.

      “Don’t go there, Doc,” he growled.

      “Was I going somewhere?”

      “In your mind. You let go. You were here with me in this space, in this moment, then you retreated into your head. If you need, I can put you back over my knee.”

      She could feel her body lose its languidity. What had she been thinking? Her parents were dead, at least one, if not both, murdered. Mason was some kind of mutant and had a connection to the Kraken. Was that the secret of why they’d scuttled a submarine, then covered up its very existence? She pushed at him, but it had no effect, his arms merely tightening around her.

      “Better yet, I have another way to make you focus on what’s important,” he snarled as he fisted her mane. Mason tugged her hair, tilting her head back, and brought his lips down on hers, fusing their mouths. His tongue surged past her lips, taking command and twisting her into his body, so she was crushed against his naked chest, his cock throbbing beneath her.

      He pressed her back onto the bed, covering her body with his own, trapping her beneath him. Shiloh winced as her backside made prolonged contact with the mattress, but the discomfort, like the spanking, had a strange erotic quality. Forcing her legs apart, he made a place for himself and shoved his cock deep inside her, possessing her and making her one with him in all ways that mattered.

      Without giving her time to settle and allow her pussy to soften and accept him, he moved within her, dragging himself out before tunneling back in. The spanking had made her wet and ready, just like the others that had come before. Shiloh felt her mind slipping into neutral, rejecting coherent thought to concentrate solely on sensation.

      Mason reached under her, grasped her ass, and held her in place as he slammed into her over and over, not breaking stride when she called out his name as she climaxed repeatedly. As with the spanking, his rhythm and pace were strong and sure as he pounded into her again and again, seeming to revel in the way she responded to him.

      She screamed as a powerful orgasm crashed over her, like the waves against a craggy shore. Heat flared throughout her system, and it was as if she was flying where time and space no longer mattered or even existed. Shiloh arched into him, her pussy quivering along his length. Mason shoved hard and deep, stiffening and pressing into the end of her sheath as he emptied into her pussy. She writhed in his hold, her sex clamping down and greedily milking the essence from his staff as she savored every bit of pleasure she could from his embrace.

      He collapsed on top of her, letting her take the full weight of his body, moving his lips over hers in a far more coaxing manner before rolling off of her.

      “That’s better,” he rumbled, lying next to her, looking down and watching.

      He did that a lot—watched and observed. It was unnerving.

      Shiloh blushed under his scrutiny, which was silly, considering she’d spent most of their time together in one state of undress or another. Mason was relaxed and replete, but only for a moment before he scowled, sat up, and flipped her over on her belly, kneeling between her legs.

      “Mason, what is it?”

      “I told you I was going to punish you for your earlier behavior.”

      “You spanked me, which wasn’t what I’d call tender lovemaking.” She looked back to see him grinning—not a look that boded well for her.

      “No, and this won’t be, either. This will be more about humbling and teaching you to yield than my punishing your pussy. In fact, your pussy won’t be involved at all.” Mason pulled her onto her knees, ensuring her lower legs straddled his body. He was hard again, massively so. “Your backside is the most beautiful shade of red. It’s a good thing it’s my favorite color. My guess is your cheeks will often be one shade or another.” His hands caressed her globes, kneading and squeezing them.

      Shiloh shivered and waited to feel his cock spread her labia before surging in again. Instead, it was her dark rosette that felt his cockhead pressed against it. She struggled, trying to get away, but Mason held her tight.

      “No, Shiloh. Flatten your back and relax. This is happening. This ass is mine in whatever way I want to use it.” He pressed against her, rimming the entrance to her back passage with his thumb, teasing and forcing it to yield. Replacing his thumb with his index finger, he penetrated her, stroking softly.

      “Mason, please, no.”

      “Shiloh, yes. You belong to me. You disobeyed me, put yourself in danger, and could have been killed. You won’t do that. The worst part of this for me…”

      “Don’t you dare tell me it hurts you more than it does me.”

      He leaned down and kissed the small of her back.

      “It won’t hurt. It might be uncomfortable at first, but there won’t be pain. As I started to say, the worst part is having your tight hole strangle my cock because I haven’t had time to properly prepare you. Once we get back to port, I’ll get some graduated plugs so we can get you trained.”

      “That would be the bad part for me.”

      “No.” He chuckled. “The bad part for you is I’ll make you like it. You’ll come for me, calling my name just like you do when I hammer your pussy. I’m going to fuck your ass, Shiloh, and you’re going to want me to do it again.”

      When she tried to raise to her hands, Mason’s strong hand stroked her spine from her tailbone to the nape of her neck, pressing down and forcing her into a more submissive position.

      “Stay down in front.”

      When she tried to rise again, he smacked her well-punished bottom before stroking down her spine. This time, when he got to the nape, he held her in place as he removed his finger from her dark hole, cleaned it with an antiseptic wipe before lining up his cock with her puckered entrance. Reaching under her, he gathered her natural lubricant.

      She glanced back to see him slather it over his entire length with a bit of extra around the bulbous head. There was no way that thing was going to fit, even if she’d wanted it to, and she didn’t want that. She tried to raise up and was rewarded with another harsh slap to her already painful backside.

      “Submit to me, Shiloh. You are mine—every bit of you—and I mean to take your ass.”

      Mason pushed gently against the tight ring of muscle until it gave, allowing him entry, then pulled back and pressed in again a little deeper. In and out, forward and back, each time gaining a bit more ground before easing back, only to invade again. He was right; there was no pain, only mild discomfort, which was offset by a new raw pleasure, intoxicating like the man who was delivering it.

      “Press back against me, Shiloh. Give to me.”

      Arousal and need surged through her body as she rocked back on her knees, allowing his cock further entry. He pushed against the nape of her neck one last time before grasping her hips, dragging her onto his rigid shaft, impaling her.

      “God, Mason,” she cried out.

      Shiloh’s pussy pulsed the way it did when he fucked her there. The damn bastard was right. She didn’t hate this, and he was going to make her climax. He fucked into her, groaning as, at last, he was snug up against her sore bottom, which come morning, would be sore in more ways than one.

      “Good girl,” he crooned as he dragged himself backward, holding her in place and allowing her to experience the new sensation.

      “This is…” she sighed as her body quivered in a desperate need to find out. “I don’t know what it is.”

      Mason pushed forward, only to pull out until just the head of his cock remained. Releasing her hips, he ran his hands down her back, offering sensual comfort before taking hold of her hips and fucking all the way into her again.

      She moaned as he moved within her—in and out, backward and forward—the world retreating until all that remained was her, Mason, and the way he made her feel. She lost herself in surrender, in pleasuring him by taking her own pleasure.

      Shiloh trembled, a precursor to her climax. Mason released one of her hips and reached underneath her, pressing his thumb against her clit to send her flying. She called out, screaming his name repeatedly as she shook with the strength of her orgasm, her body going limp as she relaxed into his hands. She moaned in delayed need as his cum filled her dark channel, and he groaned, pumping her full until she was sure there was nothing left for him to give.

      He eased himself out, grabbing another antiseptic wipe to clean her and then himself. Settling her on her side, he left the bed to dispose of the wipes and tidy up the area, then crawled back into bed, spooning her body.

      “Who do you belong to, Shiloh?” he murmured against her neck.

      “You,” she admitted shakily. “You.”

      “And don’t you forget it… ever again.”
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      Mason held her as she slept, counting the rhythmic beat of her pulse. It calmed him, her contented state assuaging in a way nothing else had ever consoled before. Sitting upright in bed, he ran his fingers through her soft mane, engrossed with the captivating woman tangled in the sheets at his thigh. He rarely needed to rest, but Shiloh was exhausted, and he’d encouraged her to drift off after their sexual marathon.

      Sprawled beside him, she was a perfect paradox. So vulnerable, almost fragile, yet one of the strongest-minded people he’d ever met. Shiloh had survived without him all these years, but observing her as she rolled away, he wondered how. How had she avoided danger when she took such crazy risks? How was she still alive when she didn’t exhibit sensible judgment and climbed out of her sub to explore the Kraken?

      The Kraken.

      Something about that sunken vessel compelled Shiloh, called her back to the depths of these oceans time and time again, but he didn’t know why. He didn’t know why she was out there in the first place, gambling with her wellbeing for a secret that didn’t belong to her—but he was determined to find out.

      “Mason?” She stirred, still half-asleep, closing what little distance existed between them as her body entwined with his.

      “Hmmm.”

      He loved being this close to her, the sense of burgeoning intimacy. It was all new to him. In all his years, he’d never felt this way about anyone, never wanted to. It was easier just to screw and leave them but easier still to ignore those carnal urges and concentrate on his oath. Mason was resolute and single-minded. Between his duty to the Kraken and his military career, there had been little time for women, and it had been enough.

      Until Shiloh.

      “Why aren’t you asleep? Is something wrong?”

      “No,” he assured her. “I’m just not tired.”

      “Don’t you ever sleep?” She pulled herself into a sitting position to his left as his gaze devoured her ravishing body.

      “Sharks never do, you know.” He chuckled at the old fallacy. “I guess that’s one of the characteristics I inherited.”

      “Surely the man needs rest?” Blowing out a breath, she leaned against his shoulder, the sweet scent of her hair filling his nostrils.

      “Not as much as you’d think.” One arm slid around her waist, pulling her closer. “My genes mean I’m different from other men. You should get more sleep. You’ll need it by the time I’m through with you.”

      “Lockheart.” Shiloh’s tone was playful as she shifted at his side.

      “Struggling to sit comfortably?” He couldn’t resist his sardonic tone.

      “Something like that.” She glanced in his direction, her gaze narrowing. “I had a run-in with a Neanderthal who thinks it’s acceptable to fling me over his knee.”

      “Is that right?” Mason’s cock stirred. “You should be careful. He might come back.”

      She gulped, but he noticed the way her jaw tightened, her shoulders rolling back as she met his challenge.

      “Not now.” Her voice was a harsh whisper. “I know he wants to keep me safe, but spanking me now would be counterproductive.”

      “How so?” His lips curled as she squirmed beside him.

      One of the many things he found so compelling about Shiloh was her intellect. She was clearly a smart woman, and he respected that. It meant he wanted to understand her reasoning even more.

      “I can’t take much more without rest.” Her cheeks bloomed into a hot blush, and Mason erupted into laughter. “I mean it,” she insisted, refusing to meet his eyes. “I’m not used to being treated this way, Lockheart. I still don’t know why I’m letting you do what no one else could get away with.”

      “I guess you must be sweet on me.”

      Squeezing her, he resisted the urge to query the fact she was letting him do anything. Mason could read her body like a book, and every fiber of her being, from her wet pussy to her stiff nipples, confirmed she relished his treatment. She just hadn’t admitted it to herself yet.

      “Perhaps.” Pulling in a deep breath, she turned to him. “Since we’re both awake, can we talk some more?”

      “Sure.” He was glad she’d mentioned it. There were some issues he wanted to clarify. “What’s on your mind?”

      “I’m still having trouble with the whole shark-shifter thing.”

      She sounded embarrassed to admit it, but he didn’t know why. It wasn’t every day you discovered the man who’d been messing up your bed was a hybrid creature capable of transforming into the ocean’s apex predator. All things considered, Shiloh hadn’t taken the news badly.

      “It’s understandable.” Reaching for her face, he drew one flaming cheek in his direction, capturing her full attention. “Is there something specific you wanna ask?”

      “Are there more of you?” She blinked at him in the half-light. “More men shifting into sharks out there in the ocean?”

      “Yes.” Mason regretted his hesitant tone, but old habits died hard. He’d spent his life keeping this secret. Divulging any aspect of it was still incredibly uncomfortable. Even though he wanted to trust Shiloh—did trust her—she would have to pull the information from him piece by piece. “There are a few of us.”

      Eyes wide, she shook her head against his palm. “How many?”

      “Enough to constitute a community.” In his mind’s eye, he imagined El Jardin Secreto, the city of sharks concealed in the unexplored deep waters of the Sea of Cortez. It had been weeks since he’d returned there. Hidden below the waves, the clandestine metropolis was a haven for marine life, including many shifters.

      “A community?” She shook her head again. “Wow.”

      “I’ll be as open with you about this as I can be,” he promised. “Just know it’s not easy to reveal this part of myself, and I have a responsibility to the others. That means the more you discover about my secret, the more you’re bound to preserve it.”

      “You mean, I can’t tell anyone else?”

      “That’s exactly what I mean.”

      It had been a leap of faith confiding in Shiloh, but he wanted to make sure there was no confusion. El Jardin Secreto and his way of life needed to be protected every inch as much as Shiloh and the Kraken. She was an academic and a marine biologist. The woman had a vested interest in learning more about him, his shifting, and those he’d vowed to guard, but she may as well know the score—his secrets were just that… his. Mason didn’t want a team of researchers crawling around the sacred waters, the last thing the habitat needed and the worst possible way to protect the Kraken. The thought of the haunting wreck drew his attention back to the wonderful woman at his side.

      “Are we clear?” Mason hadn’t intended to be so terse, but he needed to know she understood. Time protracted in the shadows, and for a moment, he thought she would counter him, her knitting brows suggesting she was considering the response.

      “Okay.” Eventually, she ceded, some of the tension leaking from her shoulders. “We’re clear. I won’t say anything to anyone, but I’d love to know more. Will you show me?”

      His lips curled at her curiosity. Naturally, a lady as intelligent and beguiling as Shiloh wouldn’t let this go. He should have expected that.

      “If you’re good.” Gripping her nape, he drew her in for a kiss. Ignoring the urgency at his core, his mouth brushed hers, every part of him reveling in her heat as she ceded to the caress. Damn, he wanted her again. He always wanted her…

      “Good how?” Her raspy tone suggested she sensed the visceral connection between them, the primal need that could never be satiated.

      “Do as you’re told.” His thumb stroked the side of her chin. “When you’re told.”

      He smiled, knowing just how impossible she would find that challenge. “That means answering a few of my questions as well.”

      “Okay.” The wary edge was back in her voice, evidence of her guard rising as she sensed an inquisition. “I’ll try.”

      “You’ll do better than try,” he reminded her, tugging her onto his lap until she was forced to straddle him, her hands coming up to rest on his shoulders. His desire swelled at her proximity, his erection growing as one hand grabbed her backside.

      “Ouch!” Shiloh winced, panting lightly as he squeezed.

      “You’ll answer every damn question honestly, won’t you, Shiloh?” His fingers gripped a little harder, his other hand sliding to join the first.

      “Lockheart!” Her voice was strained.

      “Won’t you, Shiloh?”

      His fingers slipped between her cheeks, circling her rectum. Fucking her there had been just as scintillating as he’d imagined, and he couldn’t wait to claim her ass again, but right now, his cock ached to be elsewhere. Spreading her tender cheeks, the hand that had caused the flinch delved to her pussy lips, finding them glistening with need. He wanted her, but first, he wanted to drill her in an entirely different way and discover what her fascination with the Kraken was really about.

      “Yes.” She pulled in a shaky breath as she conceded, her face pressed against his chest as he explored her.

      “Better.” Sliding one finger into her hot cunt, slowly, he pumped it in and out. “First, let’s talk about the Kraken.”

      “Oh God,” she gasped as he added a second finger.

      “Why are you interested in it?” His cock screamed at him to replace his digits, but Mason was a master at playing the long game. He’d find out what he wanted to know before either of them found hedonism.

      “It’s a long story.” Her tone was clipped, but he couldn’t tell if it was the impending pleasure of his fingers or her reticence to divulge more.

      “We have all night, baby,” he purred, conscious of how urgent her responses had become and how close her building climax was. The rhythmic thrusts of her hips pushed her pussy back on his fingers, driving him wild with passion. “You tell me your motivation for the sunken vessel, and if I’m satisfied with your answer, maybe, just maybe, I’ll let you come again.”
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      “Bastard!” she spat, then yelped when the hand that wasn’t pleasuring her smacked her raw backside.

      “I warned you about your language,” he said languidly. “Now, would you like to behave and answer me while I pleasure you, or should I put you back over my knee? One way or the other, Shiloh, you’ll tell me what I want to know. After all, everything I’ve shared with you puts me and my kind at great risk.”

      Shiloh settled against him, trailing one hand down the midline of his torso and encouraging him to return his hand to her pleasuring.

      “Are you asking me to play with your pussy while you answer my questions?” he asked, smiling as he directed two fingers back inside her.

      “You said it was difficult for you to share with me. Well, it’s no different for me.”

      “It’s very different.” Mason stroked her G-spot, making her entire body tremble. “I’m protecting my kind, my brothers-at-arms, choosing to share my secrets with you.”

      “And asking that I do the same…”

      “No. Your choice is not whether you’ll tell me what I want to know. Your choice is, do I play with you while I interrogate you and let you come when you’re a good girl or decide to be naughty and stubborn, getting your backside blistered for your trouble before you answer my questions?”

      Shiloh gave a nervous laugh. “I don’t think that’s what they mean by the term enhanced interrogation methods.”

      Mason shrugged. “You say po-tay-to, I say pa-tah-to, but either way, you’ll tell me. So, the first question is pleasure or pain?”

      She sighed and relaxed against him. “Pleasure. And you really are a rat bastard.”

      Removing his fingers, he gave her clit a sharp pinch, making her yelp and try to move away. Her backward motion was halted when his other hand spanked her backside.

      “From now on, for every three random swats I have to give you, you’ll take ten hard over my knee when we’re finished whatever we’re doing, and I won’t give a damn if anyone can see or hear us. Clear?”

      “Mason,” she whined and gasped as he smacked her ass again.

      “That’s two.”

      “But you didn’t say that until after the first one.”

      “Who makes the rules, Shiloh?” he growled as his fingers circled her clit but provided no pressure and remained outside her body.

      “You do,” she sighed, wanting his fingers back where they’d been.

      “So, how many more before you owe me ten?” he said nonchalantly as he slid his fingers back into her wet heat. “Don’t come.”

      “Only one. Please, Mason. I’m exhausted and sore.”

      “So, you shouldn’t need to come,” he said, curling his fingers to tickle her most sensitive spot.

      She bit her lip to keep from calling him every insulting name she could think of. As if reading her mind, he removed his digits and pinched her clit, providing her with a bit of clarity and respite. When he gave her nub what could only be described as an affectionate tug, she cried out, teetering on the edge.

      It was all too much—his revelations, his ability to make her respond so profoundly, the way he made her feel, and the man himself. Shiloh couldn’t stop the tears leaking from her closed eyes as she tossed her head back, trying to hold on to some semblance of control.

      His fingers slid back inside her, thrusting in and out as his thumb pressed against her swollen and somewhat abused clit.

      “Come for me, Shiloh—only for me, do you understand?”

      She screamed as copious amounts of her cream coated his fingers.

      “Only for you,” she managed as she collapsed against him.

      “Good girl,” he crooned in her ear, bringing his hands up to soothe her fevered flesh.

      When she’d settled and her breathing returned to normal, he stroked down her spine with one hand, trailing his fingers between her butt cheeks and coming to rest against her dark rosette. His other hand traced an intricate figure-eight pattern between her breasts. She thought she had nothing left to give him, but apparently, her nipples thought differently and perked right up. His fingers ignored their invitation and returned to their previous playground.

      Sliding two fingers inside her, resting his thumb on her clit, he whispered, “What allure does the Kraken have for you?”

      She shook her head, and he tapped his index finger against her puckered entrance. Sighing, she whispered, “My mother.”

      Shiloh gave in to her overwhelming need to seek solace from this man, who held her on his lap, his cock throbbing beneath her as he played her body like Yo-Yo Ma played the cello—with infinite patience and skill. Mason removed his hand, cradling her close to his chest before she could protest or struggle.

      “Tell me,” he encouraged gently.

      “You are the most mercurial man.”

      He chuckled. “Not at all. I’m as steady as the Northern Star, and I’ll always give you what you need. It may not be what you say you want, but it will be what you need.” Holding her close, his hands ran up and down her back as she rested against him.

      “When I was a kid, my mother was murdered. They made it look like a suicide.”

      “It’s hard to accept when someone you love chooses to end their life.”

      “No, Mason, it’s not that. I saw three figures in black running away from the house that night. No one believed me.”

      “I believe you,” he whispered.

      The last bastion guarding her heart crumbled and fell. No one had ever believed her. Her father had apparently come to believe her in the last days of his life, but Mason just accepted she knew what she’d seen and didn’t question her conviction that she’d seen it.

      At that moment, she gave her heart and soul to Mason. It didn’t matter that he was a human/shark hybrid, had secrets of his own, or that he was a dominating sonofabitch. She loved him, and there was nothing to be done about it. If he could have faith in her, she could do the same for him.

      “I’ve spent most of my life trying to prove her theories got her killed and make those who did it pay.”

      “It’s been a long time.”

      She nodded, rubbing her cheek on his chest.

      His hand came up to stroke her hair, and he kissed the top of her head. “There’s no statute of limitation on murder.”

      “Agreed, but those responsible are probably long dead and serving their sentences in hell.” Her jaw tensed. “Her theories got her killed. If I could prove them, I could prove there was a reason to kill her.”

      “To what end? If you’re not going to catch her murderers, then what?”

      “To prove her right, to vindicate her, and to tell the world. People have a right to know.”

      “Do they?” His tone was emphatic. “Who says? How many truths do you think the world can stand? What is it about the Kraken? Was it part of your mother’s theories?”

      “Yes. The official naval records say the USS Kraken was launched in late April 1944, but my mother believed, and I’m close to proving, there were two Krakens. The one in the records shows it served in WWII, never in this area, and was loaned to Spain, then decommissioned in April 1981.”

      “So…” His tone was thoughtful. “Maybe somebody bought it and ran it aground doing something nefarious here in the Sea of Cortez.”

      Shiloh lifted her body from his and looked him in the eye.

      “Can we make a pact? If I can’t lie to you, you can’t lie to me. You don’t believe that any more than I do.”

      “Agreed.” Mason nodded his head. “Keep talking. You still haven’t told me why you were looking for the Kraken where it never was supposed to have been.”

      “My mother believed the original Kraken, the one down below, was launched in April 1941 and was carrying information vital to the war effort.”

      “There was no U.S. war effort in 1941.”

      “Not officially, but a lot of people believe there were those in FDR’s administration who had prior knowledge of the attack on Pearl Harbor, if not FDR himself.”

      “You can’t believe an honorable man like FDR would have condoned that kind of catastrophe.” Mason stretched out beneath her.

      “My mother posited they knew something but not necessarily the specifics. She believed the Kraken was trying to get the information about the attack to those who could have prevented or at least mitigated it. She truly believed that not all of the 2,403 people needed to die.”

      “If that’s true, and I’m not saying it is, why is the Kraken here?”

      “Mexico hardly survived the Great Depression and was looking to partner with the U.S. to stabilize its economy, autonomy, and political structure. My mother believed they made a deal to allow our government to scuttle the original Kraken, sending its crew and her secrets to the bottom.”

      “The crew, or at least part of it, may have made that sacrifice themselves,” he said solemnly.

      “Perhaps, but there is no record of the original crew or what happened to them.”

      “You can’t just disappear a sub off the rosters of Navy ships.”

      “No, but the records could be fudged.” She met his gaze. “Not that difficult to change 1941 to 1944.”

      “Diving that deep is dangerous. You’re experienced enough to know that.”

      “They killed my mother… and I think they may have killed my father. He had Alzheimer’s but occasionally had lucid moments. Right before he died, he sent me an old file of my mother’s. I haven’t gone through it yet, but it could well hold the other answers.”

      “That’s it?”

      She nodded. “I glanced at what my father sent but haven’t had a chance to look into my father’s death.”

      “And you won’t.”

      Shiloh bristled. “The hell I won’t,” she snarled.

      “You want me to count hell as a curse word and swat you? If not, watch your tone.”

      “I’m trying, Mason. I really am.”

      “I know you are, baby. That’s why I’ll let it ride. But I won’t let you put yourself in danger. We can look into how your dad died, but you don’t go near the Kraken or poke at your father’s death without me in attendance. When we get back to San Diego, you’ll move into my place, and when I’m gone, you’re not to leave. I need to know you’re secure. Understand?”

      “I understand, but I’m not agreeing to anything.”

      “Agree or not, it’s irrelevant. Don’t do as you’re told, and you’ll be disciplined.”

      She started to protest, and he kissed her, effectively ending her argument.

      “Since you’ve answered my questions, and my cock is about ready to kill something if it doesn’t get back inside you, how about you roll up on your knees and impale yourself to give me some relief?”

      “You’re letting me have control?”

      Mason snorted. “Don’t go getting any foolish notions, or you’ll have my cock up your cunt and a finger of ginger up your ass.”

      Shiloh hated the way her body trembled when he talked like that. Her pussy pulsed, and her heart raced. Her mind and body knew what to expect from any coupling with Mason. For all his rough treatment, he always ensured she orgasmed. Granted, it was one of the things he did to dominate her, but regardless of why, sex with him was always amazing.

      Reaching between them, she guided his cock to the opening of her core. His earlier playing and the way he made her feel had her pussy soft and ripe with need. She sank down on his erection, moaning in sheer pleasure when he filled her. No one had ever made her feel this way—emotionally or physically. Each time her pussy stretched to accommodate him felt like coming home.

      Balancing on his shoulders, she slid up and down his rigid length, moaning each time gravity placed her sore bottom on his thighs. Mason’s hand moved up her spine, steadying and encouraging her. His other hand directed her head down for his kiss, his tongue plunging past her lips and teeth to explore and entice.

      His hand traced the side of her face before proceeding down the column of her throat, along her breasts, and between them.

      “Don’t stop.”

      Mason cupped her breast, flicking her nipple with his thumb. He brought his other hand up to her mouth and parted her lips with his fingers. “Suck,” he commanded, allowing her to drench his fingers before trailing that hand down her spine, parting the cleft of her ass, and coming to rest on the puckered entrance before rimming it.

      “Mason,” she hissed, not entirely sure if it was shock, protest, or a surge in her arousal.

      “Keep going,” he teased as she rose, settling his finger directly in her path.

      Shiloh groaned as she sank down on his rigid staff, and his finger invaded her dark passage, allowing him access far easier than she had thought. The feel of his cock in her pussy and his finger up her ass was more than she could take. The pleasure of his possession built and spread through her system.

      “I didn’t tell you to stop,” he growled.

      Fine, she’d show him she could take whatever he dished out. Shiloh moved with a savage need all of her own, taking both cock and finger as deep as they would go, riding him up and down relentlessly. Mason inhaled sharply as her muscles contracted, trapping him deep inside her, and his cock exploded, bathing her pussy with his cum, as she milked him for all he was worth. He removed his finger but kept her bayoneted on his cock as she collapsed against him.

      “Such a good girl when you try,” he said, not bothering to hide the utter satisfaction in his tone.
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      Satiated, they headed back to San Diego. Mason permitted Shiloh to captain The Conundrum while he called his base. He’d been AWOL long enough, and even though he had a decent relationship with Monroe, he knew there would be hell to pay if he didn’t put the record straight. The conversation was fraught, but in the end, his CO cut him some slack. He’d been around the block long enough to know a man like Mason didn’t bail for no reason. He was prepared to listen to Mason’s explanation when he returned.

      “How’d it go?” She glanced back at him as he entered the wheelhouse. “Are you in trouble?”

      It was quite an ironic statement coming from the woman with fiery red hair and a matching crimson ass.

      “They’ll rake me over the coals when I get back, but I’ll survive.” Placing the device he’d borrowed on the counter, he slid in behind her, arms snaking around her gorgeous body. “Thanks for letting me use your phone.”

      “You’re welcome.” She twisted back to meet his grin. “Tell me again why I have to be naked all the time.”

      “Because you’re fucking hot this way… and it’s how I want you.”

      Shaking her head, she turned back to focus on The Conundrum’s route.

      “I still don’t know why I find your caveman attitude so freaking sexy.”

      Mason ran one arm along the curve of her hip, caressing her tender ass. Stepping back, he considered her rosy flesh. She looked like she’d be sore for a couple days, and based on her wildcat attitude, she could still earn herself more swats.

      “I don’t know. Must be because I’m so damn desirable.”

      She laughed but didn’t counter his point.

      “So, what happens once we’re back in San Diego?” Her voice turned serious. “You mentioned I should stay with you, but did you mean it?”

      “Shiloh.”

      The intensity of his tone captured her, and turning slowly, she faced him.

      “Have you ever known me to say things I don’t mean?”

      “It’s a big step.” Her gaze flitted past his face as if she couldn’t meet his eyes. “I mean, we haven’t known each other long.”

      “We’re both adults and know how we feel.” His lips curled as he tugged her closer. “I think that’s good enough.”

      “How do you feel?”

      Mason sensed the hesitancy in her body language, her persistent refusal to meet his gaze ensuring one hand swept to her chin, directing her attention back to where it should be—him.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I was just wondering what you meant when you said we both know how we feel.”

      Watching her shift her weight one foot to the other, his smile widened. Not only was she smoking hot, but when she was unsure of herself, Shiloh was adorable.

      “Well, we do, don’t we?” He tilted his head at her. “You’re a grown woman. You know what you feel for me and why you can’t close the doors I open in your mind.”

      “I…” Shiloh’s eyes widened, her breaths coming faster. “I’ve never met anyone like you, Lockheart.”

      “Likewise.” He chuckled, his fingers shifting at her jaw until they held the end of her chin. “But that really doesn’t answer my questions.”

      “Yes.” She blew out a long breath. “Yes, I know how I feel.”

      “Care to share?”

      “Mason.” A wonderful bloom of heat rose at her cheeks. “You’re putting me on the spot.”

      “I know.” He grinned. “I like it.”

      “Damn you.” Her words were scarcely a whisper. “And damn me, as well. I think I’m falling for you.”

      “Really?” His hand slipped to her nape, guiding her forward to meet his kiss. “How hard?”

      Glancing up into his eyes, she mirrored his smile.

      “Very hard, Mason. I have feelings for you I’ve never known before. Feelings that make me think I’m…” The bloom of heat in her face deepened.

      “In love with me?” He tried to resist the sardonic edge to his voice but wasn’t sure he achieved the feat.

      “Yes.” Leaning away from him, she thumped his chest with her fist. “Don’t say it like that! Like it means nothing.”

      “On the contrary.” He caught her hand effortlessly. “It means everything, and it’s about time you finally admitted it. I love you, too, Shiloh.”

      “Wait, what?” Her beautiful eyes were as wide as saucers. “You love me?”

      “Yes, I love you.” Reaching for her, Mason swept her from her feet, his hands grabbing her tender backside as he stalked to the glass and pressed her back against it. “I’m crazy about you, woman. Isn’t it obvious? That’s why I can’t leave you alone, why I won’t let you put yourself in danger. You’re too damn special.”

      “Mason.”

      Her voice was lost to his mouth, his kiss punishing as he took what he needed, what they both needed. The lingering caress sealed their affection as The Conundrum glided across the blue waves.
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      Hours had passed by the time they finally anchored in the marina at La Jolla. Helping her secure The Conundrum, they stood topside, and Mason had to face the inevitable—he would have to leave Shiloh’s side.

      “I’d better head to base and face the music.” He’d finally allowed her to dress, though it pained him to see such a fabulous body clothed and unavailable to him. “You sure you’ll be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine, Mason.” She sighed, staring at him as if he was insane. The swirl of feelings fogging his judgments recently had him wondering if she wasn’t right. “I’m a big girl.”

      “I know.” He moved back toward her, apparently unable to cut the invisible cord that drew him to her. “I just don’t like leaving you.”

      He could barely believe the words coming from his mouth. Mason had never been the clingy type, never wanted to loiter where women were involved, but everything about Shiloh was different. She’d beguiled him right from the start. The first time he set eyes on her, he’d known—there was something about the redhead with the wild eyes that was different. Something that commanded him.

      “I’ll miss you, too.” She rose to her tiptoes, pressing a kiss to his jaw. “But you have to do what you have to do.”

      He knew she was right. Falling in love with the enigmatic stranger with a smart mouth and an alluring ass had been incredible, but he had a job to do.

      “I won’t be long.” Glancing away from her, his eyes settled on the garage where his Harley Davidson would be waiting. “While I’m gone, you stay here.” Meeting her gaze, he punctuated the point with the hand at the back of her neck rising to fist her hair.

      “Where else would I go?” She shrugged, though her tone suggested there were many options flitting around her mind. “It’s not like I have my own responsibilities to worry about.”

      “What have I told you about watching your tone?” Stepping closer, his fingers tightened in her tresses.

      “I’m joking,” she quipped, but he could tell she wasn’t, and she had a point.

      Both of their lives had been suspended in the glorious state of lust they’d woven in the last few days, but it couldn’t go on indefinitely. Real life had to splinter their blissful reality, not only his military career but her responsibilities as well.

      “I know you have things you need to get back to.” His tone softened. “I understand, but just let me get this meeting out of the way, then we can leave together.”

      She smiled at his suggestion. “I was actually just planning to live on my boat. I quit my job at the university and sold my house. My intention was to prove my mother’s theories, then decide what to do next.”

      “We’ll make it work.” Christ, he couldn’t wait to get her back to his place and keep her busy at the end of his cock, but also to learn more about her, about her past, and help her exorcise some ghosts haunting her. Shiloh had finally opened up about the Kraken, but he sensed there was more she wanted to share. “Whatever you need.”

      His digits relaxed, allowing her head to move as their lips collided once more. The scent of Shiloh filled his senses, goading him and reminding him of everything he was leaving behind when he left her side.

      “Don’t be long, Commander.”

      Mason’s cock swelled at her raspy tone.

      “Don’t forget you’re needed here.”

      “I won’t,” he growled, fleetingly contemplating abandoning his career altogether if it meant he could stay and impale her as often as he liked, but that was ridiculous. He was a grown man with more to think about than his desire. He had Shiloh’s needs to consider, his enraged CO, and of course, his duty to the Kraken. It was time to get a handle on his carnality.

      “I’ll be a couple hours at the most. Once I’ve been roasted for my unexplained absence, I’ll arrange leave. God knows I haven’t had any decent time off for years. The Navy owes me that much.”

      “I didn’t mean to cause so much trouble.” She screwed her beautiful face into a ball. “I hope you can iron things out.”

      “I will.” His tone was emphatic. “Don’t worry about it. All you have to do is—”

      “Stay here,” she interrupted with a laugh. “I heard you the first time.”

      Mason’s eyebrow arched at the petulance in her tone. Realizing her mistake, she nibbled her lower lip nervously.

      “I mean, yes, Sir!” She feigned a salute, flashing him those bedroom eyes, presumably hoping she’d be forgiven.

      Sadly, time meant he had no choice on this occasion, though he might consider adding another ten swats to her allocation once they were back at his place.

      “Good girl.” Leaning down, he pressed a chaste kiss to her forehead. “Go below and wait for me there.”

      “I’ll be fine, Mason,” she reassured him. “I know this marina.”

      “I know.”

      Turning, he forced his feet to stride away from her, only glancing back when he was on dry land. She blew him a kiss before she headed below as he’d instructed. So enthralled with the sway of her hips was he, he didn’t notice the man lurking by the nearby boats or see the way he scuttled toward The Conundrum as Mason exited the marina. By the time the lure of the expensive yachts was behind Mason, the stranger had already boarded Shiloh’s vessel but wasn’t visible when Mason took one last glance back at his lover’s vessel.

      Mason didn’t know the trouble she was in.
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      The board in front of the hatch down to the salon and cabin below creaked. Shiloh smiled. Good. I’m glad he wants another quick fuck before he has to face the music. She turned, pulling the sports bra she’d been wearing as a top up to reveal her breasts.

      “Schumacher!” she exclaimed, yanking the bra down.

      “Don’t feel the need to cover up on my account. You have a great rack, Doc.”

      “And you have thirty seconds to get off my boat before I kick your slimy ass into the ocean and report you.”

      “Just who do you think you’re going to report me to? The cops?” he said, flashing what looked to be an official badge. “The marina’s security guy? How the hell do you think I got in here? Lockheart? Hot news flash, Doc, he works for me.”

      Shiloh felt like she’d been punched in the gut.

      “None of that matters. I can still toss you into the water. Get out.”

      “No, you and I need to have a little talk.”

      Shiloh moved toward him with intent but stopped when he leveled a gun, equipped with a silencer, at her.

      “Turn around, Doc, and put your hands behind you.”

      This was a decidedly bad idea, but he had a gun, and for the moment, the advantage. She turned her back on him and prayed he had been lying about Mason. The thought of him betraying her was more awful than the thought of whatever Schumacher might do to her.

      She felt one handcuff clamp down around her wrist and lock into place. Shiloh stomped his instep and flung her head back, cracking it into his face. She whirled around only in time to see Schumacher holding his nose and bringing the gun butt down against her temple. Her last thought before she blacked out was that she might have made her situation worse.

      When she came to, she was lying curled on her bed—naked with her hands cuffed behind her. This kind of thing might be fun with Mason, but not with Schumacher. Shiloh could feel her boat rocking, and it felt as though they had moved out of the marina. Slinging her feet over the edge, she sat up.

      “Ah, so you’re awake. I thought you might wake up about now,” he said, entering the cabin and reaching down to pinch her nipple.

      “He’ll kill you, you know,” Shiloh said calmly, ignoring the pain.

      “Lockheart? Doubtful. He might be pissed I removed his plaything, but he knows his duty.”

      “What does that entail? Just protecting the Kraken? Or does he protect the secret it took to the bottom of the sea?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Lockheart will make the right choice. The men in his family have served for generations. When it’s his time to sire a son to replace him, he will be provided with a carefully selected female to breed, and it won’t be you.”

      “Good to know.” Her heart was beating so fast, she thought she might pass out. “Does Mason know your plans for him?”

      “He knows what is expected from him. I’ve been keeping an eye on you for a while now. Checking the local marinas to see when you made land. When I saw Lockheart had made you his plaything, I wasn’t worried at first. Usually, he only fucks them raw for a night or two, then moves on.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you believe. If only I had the time to enjoy you. I saw he turned your ass a nice shade of red. You must have pissed him off… or else you really enjoyed it, and he liked how turned on you got. Is that it, Doc? Did you like it when he spanked you?”

      Schumacher grabbed her hair and twisted her body, so she was on her belly, her face pressed into the pillow. He smacked her ass, and Shiloh felt nothing but pain. There was no corresponding arousal rushing through her as there was when Mason spanked her. She bit her lip to keep from crying out. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of making her beg—even when he went to end her life. Shiloh knew he was here to kill her, but as she’d said, Mason would kill him.

      She took little solace in that. She didn’t want to die and meant to do everything she could to live. She didn’t know what Schumacher planned but knew it would be anything but pleasurable or easy. He would make a perversion of all the things Mason had done to and with her, but she meant to hold on to Mason’s words, “I love you.” She knew he wasn’t a man given to saying those words. If he said them, he meant them. She meant something to him, and she knew he would either find and save her or avenge her death.

      “You know, regardless of what you do to me, Mason will kill you,” she mumbled into the pillow, turning her head. “Great Whites are notoriously territorial and ferocious when guarding a mate.”

      “He told you about that, did he?” Schumacher shook his head. “That will not go over well with Command.”

      “I don’t think he much cares. He can have his duty and still have me.”

      “Not likely. You’ve been snooping around the Kraken, trying to prove your mother’s theories. I would have thought losing her and your father would have taught you to keep your nose out of things that don’t concern you.”

      “Don’t concern me? You and those you serve kill my parents, and you don’t think it’s my business?” Shiloh hoped all he heard was venom and outrage, not her panic. Schumacher and those he answered to were murderers.

      Did Mason know?

      As if in answer to her unspoken question, Schumacher replied cruelly, “Don’t forget Dr. Whitaker, Mason serves those same men.” Grasping her hair, he pulled her head back. “Why don’t you ask him where he was when your father committed suicide?”

      “No, I don’t believe you.” Panic pinballed around her brain. “Mason would never kill someone in cold blood.”

      “Randomly or just for kicks?” He chuckled darkly. “No, although I’m not sure the same can’t be said of Nash. But in the line of duty? Don’t kid yourself. Honor and duty are bred into their DNA. They are the perfect killing machines—devoid of conscience or morality. Think about it, Doc—did he ask you if you wanted to be spanked or fucked rough? No. He just did what he wanted, then left you—vulnerable and alone. What makes you think he’ll come? That he doesn’t know I’m here and left me to clean up his mess? It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to do it.”

      Schumacher pushed her face back down in the pillow, grabbing her ass and kneading it with his other hand. Her flesh ached, but she reminded herself if she could feel pain, she was conscious and still alive. She had to keep breathing—keep surviving—until she could get away, or Mason could get here to save her, but even if he realized something was wrong, how would he find her?

      “Damn, you’ve got a nice ass. I can see why Mason liked it.”

      Shiloh didn’t like that he was talking about her in the past tense. There was no doubt he meant to kill her.

      “Did he just beat your ass? Or did he fuck it, too?” His tone was thoughtful. “Funny thing about those boys, they all seem to like a nice piece of ass, and I mean literally.”

      “You sound jealous, Schumacher. What’s the matter? Not getting enough yourself?”

      He gave her hair a violent jerk, wrenching it back.

      “You dirty little whore. You think you’re special? You think he gives a damn about you? He doesn’t. My guess is you not only enjoyed him spanking your ass, you liked it when he fucked it.”

      “What can I say? The man knows how to please a woman. I doubt any of the ones you’ve been with would say the same of you.”

      Schumacher pushed her back down and fumbled with his belt. Being more involved with trying to get his fly open than his intended victim gave Shiloh the chance she needed. She flipped over on her back, bringing her legs up in a scissoring motion—one foot catching him hard in the groin and the other in the jaw, snapping his head violently and sending him backward into the bulkhead. His skull made a sickening, cracking noise, then he slid down the wall. Schumacher was still breathing, but he was out cold. There was no way to know for how long.

      Shiloh escaped through the enormous hole in the door Mason had created and ran up the stairs onto the deck. She looked all around—nothing but ocean on three sides—but off the port bow, she saw a slip of land, probably just a small atoll, but it would have to do. She’d been out longer than she thought. She tried pulling at the handcuffs, but they held tight. Easing down onto the deck, she rocked back to get her hands from behind her to the front. It took three tries, but she finally succeeded.

      She ran to her sub and almost screamed when she saw Schumacher had shot holes through the viewscreen. The Tiburon was no longer a viable means of escape. The handcuffs were secure, and she was loath to get close enough to Schumacher to see if he had a key. She could hear something stumbling around. Shit! The bastard had a hard head. There was no way to get to her SCUBA gear, and even if she could get it, she wouldn’t be able to get it on with her hands cuffed together. She ran to the emergency tool kit just inside the hatch of the sub, flung it open, and grabbed her spare diving mask and the emergency rebreather, which would last four to five hours underwater.

      Slipping the mask and the rebreather over her head, she secured the mouthpiece, then made a run for the side as Schumacher came from below, bellowing her name and taking a shot. She dove off the starboard side, executing a flip turn to take her back under the boat, where she put the mask in place. After adjusting her equipment, she struck out, putting her bound hands in front of her to cut through the water while undulating her body and kicking her legs together like a dolphin to propel forward. The benefit of a rebreather was air bubbles would be minimal, and none would rise to the surface to give her position away.

      Shiloh heard several bullets cut through the water, two coming close to her position, but she kept moving toward the atoll. She prayed Mason would somehow, someway know she was in trouble and come looking for her. She had little faith in her ability to escape Schumacher’s deadly intent. She swam for more than an hour, varying her speed to maximize her distance from her boat but minimizing her exertion. Having a weight belt would have helped her ability to stay out of sight, but there had been no time to get one.

      After the second hour, she rose to the surface, poking the very top of her head out of the water, allowing only her eyes to clear the surface. She was pleased with her progress, and it appeared that Schumacher had not moved The Conundrum. She surfaced a bit more and noticed him walking back and forth along the side with a white bucket in his hand. He was dumping something over the railing. Was the bastard adding polluting the ocean to his crimes?

      Realization and horror dawned. Schumacher was chumming the water, trying to attract as many sharks to the area as he could. She felt movement in the water. Before she could peer below, a distinctive, irregularly striped dorsal fin cut through the water, headed away from her toward The Conundrum. She eased herself back under and retreated from the enormous shark, but her movement must have caught its attention.

      It turned away from the boat, heading straight at her, picking up speed as he made his way directly toward her with what seemed to be deadly intent. Shiloh looked over her shoulder and saw a Great White headed her way. Splendid, they can fight each other, and the victor gets me. Something about the Great White seemed familiar. It was far too small to be Mason, but it had fresh wounds in the place where the shark Mason had fought with would have had.

      Shiloh turned back to see the Tiger Shark on rapid approach. The thing was huge, much larger than normal by more than half. Had Mason said all of his comrades were Great Whites or just sharks? The Tiger Shark moved past her, batting her with his tail to move her away. She felt a bit like a bath toy as it propelled her backward through the water. The Tiger Shark’s gaping mouth and attack posture, combined with its large size, dissuaded the smaller Great White from engaging. It turned to come after her, and as Mason had, the Tiger Shark turned parallel, keeping its body between her and the other shark.

      Deciding discretion was the better part of being killed, the Great White withdrew. The Tiger Shark turned its attention, approaching her again. Shiloh knew there was no way she could outswim it, so she rose to the surface. She bobbed up into the sunlight, treading water and watching as the Tiger Shark’s dorsal fin broke the surface of the water and circled her. He swam close to her side, rubbing her all along his side. She was relieved to find his skin didn’t injure her, though it was curious as well as fortuitous. Circling back, he did it again, diving and running its nose under her hand, so it trailed down the entire length of its upper body. The third time he did it, Shiloh lightly grabbed the dorsal fin, and the shark swam toward the atoll. It dipped down, and she released it, only to have it circle back to get her. As it passed by, she nodded and grasped the fin firmly.

      Diving, she floated alongside the enormous shark beneath the waves where they couldn’t be seen by Schumacher, even if he was using her binoculars. A number of sharks sped by them, heading for the chum-filled water, but none were inclined to challenge the Tiger Shark for his passenger. Her would-be savior swam at over ten times that of a human and made land in less than an hour. It circled the small piece of terra firma that had water lapping over the top. It wasn’t dry, but she was exhausted, and it would let her rest and breathe fresh air.

      Shiloh clamored to the middle of the ten-by-ten piece of coral. It scratched and cut her skin, but for now, she was safe. The Tiger Shark sank below the surface and disappeared. She would have liked to have thanked him, but sound carried over water, so she remained silent. She curled in a ball on the only relatively dry spot, resting her head on her bound hands to ensure they stayed out of the water.

      She dozed off and on for several hours. Shiloh had a fair complexion, but she had applied a liberal dose of water-proof sun protection just after Mason left.

      Mason. Now there was a dilemma. Schumacher had tried to hint he’d killed her father, but she didn’t believe it.

      She wondered if the Tiger Shark had a way to communicate with Mason.

      As the sun dropped in the sky, she saw two distinct dorsal fins cutting through the water, headed directly toward her little sanctuary. Tiger Sharks and Great Whites didn’t swim together. Suddenly, the Great White dove beneath the surface, only to breach it and shift from shark to man.

      Mason.
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      He’d come as soon as Zak called, the urgency in his friend’s voice persuading him it was real—Shiloh was in danger. Bolting out of his CO’s office, he was back on the Harley and at the coast as fast as the bike could deliver him. He met Zak by the shore, his friend totally nude on the isolated strip of sand.

      “Where is she?” He’d run as fast as he could, striping his tee as he went. “Is she okay? I’ll fucking kill Schumacher.” A rush of thoughts ricocheted around his head as he caught his breath. What happened to Shiloh? Was she still in danger? Thank goodness Zak had seen her in the water and knew she was Mason’s.

      “I left her on the tiny atoll out there.” Zak gestured toward the only piece of dry land breaching the ocean’s surface. “I’ve been watching ever since. Schumacher is on her boat. He hasn’t tried to retrieve her.”

      “That son of a bitch.” Mason’s jaw tightened, fury simmering in his veins. “What the hell is he playing at?”

      “No doubt he’s using the Kraken as perverse justification for his actions.” Zak snorted, shifting his weight in the sand. Like all the shifters, he was more than comfortable in his own skin. “We know the truth. He’s a sleazebag, always has been. I think your lady would have had problems with him if she hadn’t somehow escaped.”

      “If he’s touched her…” Anxiety twisted in Mason’s gut. “I’ll cut him up so small, the worms won’t even have to chew.”

      “Hey.” Zak took a step toward him. “She seemed okay, just exhausted.”

      “That’s a relief.” Mason prayed to God Zak was right. “Listen, man, thanks.” Lifting his chin, he met Zak’s face. Mason had known him for many years, and along with the other three shifters sworn to protect the ghostly sub, Zak was one of the few who truly understood him. “Thanks for looking out for her, for calling me. I don’t know what…”

      “Mason.” Zak reached for his shoulder. “You got it. You know that. I’ve always got your back.”

      Swallowing the rising emotion, all Mason could do was nod.

      “We should get out to her.” Zak signaled toward where Shiloh was resting. “She’s been exposed for a while and will need a ride back to shore.”

      “I need to deal with that bastard first.” Mason’s gaze traveled to Shiloh’s boat.

      “Leave him to me.” A dark glint shone in Zak’s blue eyes. “The mood you’re in, you will kill him, then we’ll have the hierarchy to deal with.”

      He rolled his eyes. “None of us needs that shit right now.” Mason knew Zak was right, but the anger swelling in his chest made it impossible to think clearly. “He deserves it,” he replied through gritted teeth.

      “I know he does, and I promise to make him pay.”

      Mason pulled in a deep breath, his focus returning to the woman strewn out on the coral. She looked so small and vulnerable, so desperately in need of protection. Zak was right again. Mason had to go to her, rescue her, console her, make sure she was safe.

      “We’ll both go across and make sure she’s okay.” He felt much more like himself as he gave the instruction. “Then you can deal with Schumacher.”

      Zak grinned. “You got it, Commander.”

      Striding into the water, Mason stripped out of his remaining clothing, and by the time they were thigh deep, the transformation began, two muscular bodies shifting into their powerful shark alter egos. They cut through the water in record time, approaching the atoll.

      “Go to her.” Zak’s tone reverberated through the waves. “I’ll put Schumacher back in his box and pilot her boat to the marina.”

      A part of Mason still wanted to do the honors, to see the terrified gleam in the sneaky jerk’s face. He must have known Shiloh was alone, waiting until Mason left before he pounced. However, reason dictated on this occasion at least, he had to let his friend do the dirty work. A day would come when Mason would wipe the floor with the sniveling coward who was Schumacher, but today was not that day. Today was about Shiloh.

      Diving deep, Mason saw Zak swim away before he burst from the water, shifting back into his human body as he landed. He swam rapidly to the coral, hoisting himself onto the uncomfortable rock beside Shiloh.

      “Are you okay?” Wiping his wet hair from his eyes, he reached for her.

      “Mason.” Her voice was loaded with emotion, but she recoiled as his hand met her shoulder.

      “What has he done to you?” He barely had a handle on his fury.

      “Nothing.” Heaving in a breath, the first signs of tears brimmed her eyes. “I knocked the creep out before he had the chance.”

      A bloom of pride blossomed in Mason’s chest. There she was—the wild, complicated, wonderful woman he loved. Even though he hadn’t been there to defend her, she’d managed on her own. He couldn’t adore her any more than he did.

      “Then what’s wrong?” He sensed the change in her. Something was different. She didn’t lean into his palm the way she had before, hadn’t hurried into his embrace. “What’s happened?”

      “He told me.” Shiloh’s tone was clipped.

      “Who?” Mason knew who she referred to. Only one asshole could have caused such trauma in the limited time they’d been apart.

      Schumacher.

      “He said you…” She hesitated, screwing her face into a ball. “Were involved in my father’s death.”

      “What?” he roared, fixing his gaze on the speck of the man still onboard The Conundrum. For a second, he contemplated diving back into the sea and dealing with the little prick himself. Perhaps he’d drag Schumacher into the depths and let the animal inside take care of him. That ought to deal with the problem while feeding some of the other marine life for an hour or two.

      Squeezing his eyes closed, Mason fought for control. However satisfying it sounded in his head, it was a stupid plan. When he opened his gaze, he saw Zak’s dorsal fin cutting through the water. He was almost at the boat.

      “Shiloh.” Turning back to her, he pulled her reluctant body to him, lifting her clear of the sharp coral and settling her on his lap.

      “Stop it.” Swatting his chest, she pulled in a frantic breath. “I mean it, Mason. I’ve had enough!”

      “You don’t believe him?” Holding her steady, he waited until she met his concerned eyes. “Tell me you don’t believe him.”

      “No.” Her body rigid, she shook her head as if trying to rid herself of doubt. “I don’t know what to believe, Mason. I don’t know what happened to my father.”

      “I would never hurt someone in cold blood.” Mason’s hands shifted from her arms to her face, cradling her gently. “You know me. I do the alpha male thing. I do the commando thing, but I’m no murderer.”

      Angst flashed in her eyes, evidence of the pain smoldering just below the surface.

      “I know.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes.” Her voice was barely a strained whisper. “I do know you. You can be a callous bastard when you’re sticking ginger up my ass, but you’re also gentle and caring.” She sighed, relaxing against him. “I guess he just raked up a lot of memories. That’s all.”

      “Fucking asshole.” Mason’s gaze slid back to the boat. There was no sign of Schumacher now. Zak would be on board, giving him a taste of his own medicine. “I’m not finished with him.”

      “Mason.”

      The pain in her voice garnered his attention, and releasing her face, he assessed her body. She was a little sunburned, and the handcuffs Schumacher had restrained her with remained and had left bruises around her wrists.

      “Let’s get out of here.” He rested his forehead softly against hers. “I need to take care of you.”

      “Take care of me?” She sniffed, a flicker of the wanton woman he’d bedded glimmering in her beautiful eyes. “What does that entail exactly?”

      “Getting you back to dry land for starters.” His lips curled as he drew away, his cock rousing at her delicious proximity. “Clean you up and make sure you’re rested and fed.”

      “What about these?” She lifted her cuffed wrists between their bodies. “Can you remove them?”

      “I’m sure I can help with those—when I’m ready to free you.”

      “What?” Shiloh’s breathing was ragged. “What does that mean?”

      “It means they can still be useful.” Mason arched an eyebrow.

      “Lockheart.” Cheeks flushing, she pressed her face into his shoulder. “You have a one-track mind.”

      “It’s why you love me.”

      “Maybe.” She lifted her chin, smiling. “Or maybe it’s your super shark shifting powers.”

      Mason smirked. “Maybe.”

      “Who was the Tiger Shark?” She glanced out to the water. “I assume he’s a friend of yours?”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “He let me know you were in trouble.”

      “I owe him.” She blew out a breath, and his arms tightened around her. “He saved me.”

      “He’s a good guy.”

      Mason was grateful for Zak’s intervention. He had little doubt Shiloh was right. She’d have never lasted on her own.

      “We’ll talk more about your father’s death.” He was reticent to raise the subject again, but he didn’t want there to be any doubt. He had never laid a finger on Shiloh’s father, but God knows, he’d help her find those who had. Whatever pained her, pained him. It was both their burden now. “When you’re home and rested.”

      “Okay.” She swallowed. “I knew it wasn’t you. I was just afraid and confused.”

      “I understand.” His mouth brushed over hers. “And that settles it.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not leaving your side again.” He smiled, knowing he’d been granted a week’s leave before he left the base. “Not after this.”

      “Mason.” Her tantalizing lips mirrored his. “We can’t be together all the time.”

      “Watch me.” He pulled her flush against his body. “I want you twenty-four seven.”

      “I’d like that.”

      He had the sense that the admission surprised her.

      “I’ve never wanted that with anyone else before, but with you, it feels right.”

      “That’s because it is, Doc.” Fisting her hair gently, he drew her head back and nuzzled the side of her neck. “One hundred percent right.”

      “Thank you for coming to get me.” Her voice was morphing from weariness to that raspy, breathless timbre he recognized, conveying her arousal as his lips nipped her flesh. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You’ll never need to find out.” Mason resolved he was going to spend the rest of his life protecting her. She was even more important to him than the Kraken. “I’m always going to be here.”

      Lifting his head, he contemplated the gorgeous woman in his arms. Smart, beautiful, and responsive to his will—he must be the luckiest guy in the world. The first to break the lonely curse of the five men condemned to swim the seas alone. Behind her, on the horizon, the sun was setting, its pink hue casting a warm shadow across the sky. They should get going before it got too late, but first, there was one more thing he needed to do.

      Swooping, Mason’s mouth crashed into hers, claiming what belonged to him. From somewhere ahead on the water, he registered the sound of a man’s cry, but even that pleasing thought couldn’t puncture this one perfect moment of bliss.
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      What happens when two Shark Week nerds have entirely too much fun writing an exciting shark shifter story? They decide to make it a series! Coming February 17, 2022 (available for preorder now), Book 2 in the Masters of the Deep series, FIERCE PREDATOR https://books2read.com/Fiercepredator …

      

      Thank you for reading Silent Predator! I’ve got some free bonus content for you! Sign up for my newsletter https://www.subscribepage.com/VIPlist22019 . There is a special bonus scene, just for my subscribers. Signing up will also give you access to free books, plus let you hear about sales, exclusive previews and new releases first.

      

      Turn the page for a First Look into Fierce Predator: Masters of the Deep Book 2

      

      If you enjoyed this book we would love if you left a review, they make a huge difference for indie authors.

      As always, my thanks to all of you for reading my books.

      Take care of yourselves and each other.
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        Fierce Predator

        Masters of the Deep, Book 2

      

      

      Prologue

      

      Their primary mission a failure, five brave men sacrificed themselves to scuttle the USS Kraken, vowing to protect the sub, its secrets, and their failure from ever being known. Each man damned himself and the sons who would follow to a life on eternal patrol as masters of the deep.

      

      The Rusty Pelican

      Coronado, California

      Six Months Ago

      The music blaring from the Rusty Pelican could be heard long before you could see the bar. Trinity Dare, whose name sounded like the heroines in one of those godawful romance novels, wanted nothing more than a good burger, good music, and maybe anonymous sex with some hunky sailor.

      She’d exhausted the last of her funding options and was out of money. She’d cobbled enough together for her master’s degree in Marine Biology, but the doctorate would have to be put on hold, probably forever. Without a doctorate, finding a job to fulfill her lifelong ambition to be an explorer like her hero Jacques Cousteau would remain a pipe dream.

      Trinity thought about the employment offer she’d received from Oceanic Adventures. She’d be able to explore the oceans of the world as a kind of tour guide/mentor/instructor for high-end diving adventures for rich clients. She had to admit, it wasn’t the worst idea, and she wouldn’t be stuck behind a desk.

      As she rounded the corner, someone opened the door to the bar, and the cacophony of noise was almost deafening. She had to admit, she was a sucker for the rock music that poured out—none of the hip-hop, rap, or heavy metal that seemed to be so prevalent. The Rusty Pelican’s musical fare was a lot like its food—straight up, unpretentious, and eclectic. Songs you could dance to, sing along with, and get drunk listening to.

      Southern Cross by Crosby, Stills, and Nash was playing as she entered the darkened bar and made her way to an open space at the end of the bar.

      “I love this song,” said the tall, broad-shouldered, lean-waisted man standing next to her.

      “Me too. It’s kind of timeless and can be applied to so many situations.”

      He nodded, sticking out his hand. “Za…”

      She placed her hand over his mouth. “No names. If you want sex, let’s just go do it. If you don’t, feel free to tell me your name.” When he said nothing, she smiled knowing he had acquiesced. “I’m clean and I’m on birth control.”

      “Kind of bold, aren’t you?” he said from behind her fingers.

      “If you don’t think you can handle bold, I’ll find someone who can.”

      Trinity wasn’t sure, but it almost sounded like the noise he made was a growl. Whatever it was, it was sexy as hell. Without a word, he took her by the hand and slid them out into the alley behind the bar.

      She’d never noticed before, but the alley behind the Rusty Pelican seemed to be set up for people to slip outside for a quickie. The dumpsters and various paraphernalia often found behind a restaurant seemed to have been strategically set up for trysting. In any event, Za… whatever his name was, seemed to know where they were going.

      Anger, lust, and need seemed to roll off him. What the hell was he angry about? It’s not like I have a knife to his throat. He pushed her against the wall of the building, towering over her and crushing her against him as his mouth came down on hers in a punishing kiss that did nothing but increase the level of her arousal. If he thought aggressively plundering her mouth would scare her, he couldn’t be more wrong.

      Trinity moaned into his mouth as she wrapped her arms around his neck, molding her body to his. He used his upper body to press her back against the wall as his hands reached down to ruck up her skirt above her hips and push the peasant blouse she wore up and over her breasts. He jerked her bra down, so her tits were revealed, as was the obvious state of her arousal.

      One of his hands came up to squeeze her breast before zeroing in on her areola and its distended tip, while the other snaked down her body and slipped between her thighs to feel her wet desire pooling just inside the opening to her pussy and her swollen clit.

      She wasn’t sure what to make of his predatory chuckle, but suddenly, instead of feeling in control, she realized the size and power of the man, who seemed intent to take her up on her offer. Trinity thought about making a token protest but knew she wouldn’t. Whatever this was going to be was exactly what she wanted—mind-blowing, anonymous sex.

      He held her close enough, she felt his erection bulging against the front of his jeans. She wasn’t the only one in need. His feral smile revealed perfect, even teeth and should have frightened her, but it only reassured her she was going to get what she wanted. She felt the moment all inhibitions and coherent thought left her, and she became a creature of wanton desire.

      His mouth moved from hers to her nipple, sucking it and giving it the edge of his teeth before settling into suckling. One hand kept her other breast engaged while the other delved between her legs, alternating playing with her clit and rimming the opening of her core. Trinity’s arousal was off the charts. She’d been horny when she walked into the Rusty Pelican, but her need was soaring. Even his finger running along the seam of her ass to press against her dark rosette only added to her necessity to get laid.

      He released her, but before she could protest, he spun her around, placing her hands against the wall. When Trinity tried to move, he swatted her naked ass with a sharp, staccato smack.

      “Stay,” he growled as he grasped her throat in his strong hand.

      When she settled into the position he’d placed her, he ran his hand down the front of her body, stopping to knead and squeeze each breast before pinching her nipple, sending heat and pleasure coursing through her body and adding to the swirl of molten desire in her nether region. His other hand slid down, briefly cupping her mons before positioning her, so her ass was cradled by his pelvis. The enormous bulge she could feel there made her moan.

      “Get on with it,” she snarled.

      Once more, he gripped her throat while the other hand delivered two more stinging blows to her backside before kicking her feet farther apart. The sound of his zipper being lowered seemed to diminish the music coming from the bar. She felt as he freed his cock, then swirled the head just inside the entrance to her wet heat.

      “God, you’re a hot-blooded little thing,” he said, nuzzling her neck.

      “You going to fuck me or talk me to death?”

      If Trinity thought the last two smacks had been just this side of painful, the flurry of swats he delivered leaped over that boundary and made her rise on her toes.

      “You seem to be under the mistaken impression you’re in charge here. You aren’t,” he growled, and this time she was in no doubt it was indeed the primitive male sound.

      His cock probed between her legs, finding the entrance to her core. Grasping her hips, he surged with a powerful thrust that seated him deep inside her pussy. He didn’t move back, allowing her body to adjust to his size and throbbing. Trinity clawed at the wall and cried out in sheer pleasure.

      He pulled back until he had almost withdrawn before driving back into her, pounding into her as he held her in place. Trinity couldn’t breathe each time he surged forward. She rocked up onto her toes, her pebbled nipples scraping against the brick wall. Her legs trembled, and if it hadn’t been for the wall and his grip on her hips, her knees would have buckled under the onslaught of his furious fucking.

      “So good,” he snarled as he nipped her ear, the brief bite of pain sending her over the edge.

      Trinity orgasmed, her pussy spasming along his length as he hammered her pussy, grunting and groaning with exertion and pleasure. Her world had collapsed to nothing more than the sounds of his pleasure and the slapping of flesh against flesh. She could feel the sea breeze caressing her skin as his fingers grasped her tighter.

      This wasn’t just a fast, anonymous fuck but so much more—dominance, possession, and passion all rolled into one. He stroked in and out with a mesmerizing speed and control, ensuring he caught her G-spot with every other stroke. Trinity knew she had lost all control she’d ever thought she had over the encounter. Her body responded to his in a way it never had before, as if it recognized its master and longed to succumb to its command.

      Master? Where the fuck had that come from?

      Trinity bit her lip to keep from screaming as he loosened his grip on her hip to roll her clit between his thumb and forefinger before pinching, then pressing down hard. As if it had been a trip switch, another climax seized her. Her pussy pulsed in rhythm to the throbbing cock rasping along her inner walls, feeling it swell before he pulled her back hard against him and emptied into her.

      When at last the maelstrom passed, he withdrew from her. Her skirt fell into place as she pulled up her bra and lowered her shirt. She felt heat suffuse her cheeks. She’d wanted a hard fuck but being fucked in the alley behind the Rusty Pelican was a bit more than she’d bargained for.

      “You stay here. I’ll go settle our bill and come get you. I don’t need to parade you through that bar since it’s pretty obvious what we’ve been doing.” He leaned down and brushed his lips against hers. “When we get back to my place, you and I are going to come to an understanding about where we go from here.” He headed back into the bar.

      Trinity could feel her key fob on the chain around her neck. She gathered herself together and ran down the alley, away from the bar’s parking lot. She’d found street parking and was in her Jeep, halfway down the block, when she saw him exit the alleyway, looking for her.
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