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      Taking the stairs two at a time, I panted as I climbed to the top floor for my appointment. This day had started terrible and had only gotten worse. First, I forgot to pay the water bill. Early this morning, my car got two flat tires, and now I was already ten minutes late because the stupid elevator decided not to work in this rundown building. Why did the shifter Council elect to have their meeting here? I had no idea. Not like they called me regularly; just for hexes that needed broken. Weres trusted me better than any witch or wizard, but barely.

      Shifters came in all forms, from wolves, bears, to leopards. The only thing they had in common was their carnivorous and predatory nature. Even though I was half-shifter and half-witch, I doled out my services for payment. I helped out the shifter community with any nasty witch spells ‘cause shifters had a way of pissing off magic-users and then came running to me with their tails tucked between their legs.  The High Council of shifters had never summoned me before. As far as I knew, they only called meetings when shifters were in trouble.

      An odd sensation sent my stomach lurching as I climbed another flight of stairs. Anticipation mingled with the strong desire to run flooded me. Now what? I checked my charm bracelet for any hints on what set off my instincts, but the copper sigils were silent. Tingles of anticipation zinged through me anyway. Maybe it was nerves setting me off, like a big assignment that might finally earn me a permanent spot in the packs’ hierarchy.

      Wonder what had happened that I had to come here? Had a pride offended a witch and they couldn’t change into their animal at will or something? If it wasn't for my witch heritage on my mom’s side, I wouldn’t even know about the High Council of shifters. My animal is a coyote, and I have a few extrasensory abilities, like smell and sound. Many thought me an outcast because I couldn’t transform.

      Four flights above me, the scent of shifters drifted down. Wet fur, pine, and heavy cologne hung in the air.

      My silver talisman bobbed against my chest and warmed suddenly. Odd. That was one that alerted me to danger. I paused, holding my hand over it, but it didn’t give me any sense of where the threat came from. Was it the meeting? Had they decided I was too much of a misfit to be an honorary member?

      Shit, I wasn’t even a full-fledged witch. My magical ability was limited by spells and herbs and the few magical talismans I’d scrounged up from garage sales and occult shops to increase my power enough to be a stronger witch. For example, my cloud charm could conjure a mini-tornado and thunderstorm but without it, I might get lucky to have a sprinkle for three minutes.

      No one explained the various shifter-were communities to me, much less my own Coyote heritage. I grew up in Arizona and lived with my Aunt Jess, who was a witch. The only thing I discovered about my dad was that he was a silver and gray coyote who showed up at Aunt Jess’ home with a basket in his mouth and me inside it as an infant. He howled until Jess opened the door, then ran off and hadn’t been seen since. Guess I should be thankful he didn’t leave me out in the woods that winter night.

      At the next flight of stairs, my side burned. As much as I had a hard time trusting shifters, they were the only ones that paid for my abilities. Despite Aunt Jess’ connections in the magical community, no one wanted to employ a half-breed witch much less a coyote one. In some Native American history, they were believed to be tricksters. Add in that I had a smidge of magical ability and I might as well have the plague.

      I pushed aside my unease as only nerves.

      Finally reaching the top floor, I tried to hide the fact I was out of breath from climbing fifty flights by leaning on the banister and pretending to take in the massive white-washed walls and outlines of paintings long removed. I turned down the only hallway and spotted two shifter guards standing outside the door. I could tell by their scents that they were silverback gorilla. Neither looked at me when I approached the door.

      “Hi, I’m Karen Martin. I've been summoned for meeting with the High Council."

      When neither moved or looked my way, I placed my hands on my hips. "Well, if you're not going to let me pass then I guess you need to tell the high Council to give me the passcode or something next time. But I seriously doubt they’d appreciate you wasting their time."

      One of the guards snickered, but didn’t glance my way. Were these guys auditioning for the Queen’s guards in England?

      Guess I’d have to do this the hard way. I fingered the sigil on my charm bracelet that was the shape of a tiny doorknob. Softly, I drew the charm off and as I turned away from the two gorilla shifters, I tossed it behind me to the door. When the metal tinkled against the wood and the guards gasped, satisfaction filled me. Bye-bye door.

      Like I wanted, the door had vanished, revealing everyone inside.

      I strolled past the two dumbfounded guards who stood with their mouths hanging open. Everyone turned to stare as I entered the chambers to the leaders in a circle of chairs and suddenly I felt like the dessert everyone had been waiting for to gobble up. Dread slid underneath my skin, but I resisted the urge to bolt. Running only enticed many of them to chase and attack—that much I’d learned from studying and my previous encounters with them.

      Shifters of every kind were present, their scents rolling over me. At the back of the room, there were twelve chairs present, one for each of the twelve types of shifters: wolves, bears, large cats, foxes, gorilla, and more. Besides a few council members, I was the only female here. That put a pause in my stride. What exactly was this meeting about?

      The energy in the room sizzled to an almost tangible level. Many of the men gazed at me openly, their lust-filled thoughts easily discerned as they ogled my breasts then down to my hips and back up again. Strangely though, warmth spread through me at their masculine aroma that hung heavy in the air. There had to be at least sixty virile shifters in here.

      Was this a private meeting and I’d got the information wrong? But Aunt Jess said a member of the wolf pack had come personally to request my presence and help with an urgent matter. I knew better to believe that I’d ever be accepted as a full-fledged member, not with my half-witch heritage. There was an uneasy alliance between witches and shifters that often was ignored, which is why neither trusted the other entirely. Was that why I was the only female here? As some type of crazed, secret blood ritual? They had another think coming if they thought I wouldn’t fight back.

      Inside the circle of elder chairs, a man with a white beard and bald head limped forward. He waved off the two gorilla guards who had now regained their senses and were stomping toward me.

      “Where’s Solomon or Travis or Cecilla?” Hell, I’d even take bitch Amii who flirted and hooked up with every male she could, even married ones, and her boyfriend was clueless. But I didn’t recognize any of these elders.

      "Thank you, Karen, for seeing us on such short notice.” The old man’s voice was soft and crackly and reminded me of a Santa Claus who said Ho-Ho-Ho too many times during a cold wind.

      “You’re welcome…but where’s the high council? No offense, but I’ve never seen any of you before.”

      “That’s because you’ve been summoned to help on trivial matters that are handled by the lower council.”

      Cool, a high and lower council and all this time, I thought I’d been dealing with the top when in fact, they’d handed me off to the squabble-dealing lowlifes. Well, that explained Amii then.

      “We've asked you here for a very essential task, one that we do not take lightly nor should you. Hear us out before you make a decision."

      Okay, this sounded weirdly dangerous. What could the council members need to enlist my help, but also call all of these male shifters here, too?

      "How can I help?"

      There were a few snickers from the crowd, and someone whispered, “Nice ass."

      I turned to find the source. In the corner of the room was a man in a leather jacket and sunglasses. How could he even see with those on? I inhaled to figure out what kind of shifter he was but it was nearly impossible with all the other animals’ scents jostling in this cramped room. I pulled out one of the few empty chairs near me and sat. "As I said, I'll help in any way that I can." With payment, of course.

      The elder nodded and scratched his cheek, looking mildly uncomfortable.

      In front of me, a burly guy twisted in his chair to stare at me. His long hair hung over his ears. Had his barber gone on vacation when the guy really needed a trim? "We've called you because of a serious matter that is come to our attention.” The elder cleared his throat. “One that few outside of the shifter community are even aware of."

      Wow! Inside information. I’d gathered what I could from libraries and begging my few shifter friends. I sat up straighter. In order to locate my father, I’d done extensive research on shifters during my teens. Later, I gave up the idea of a long-lost reunion and studied so I wouldn’t have my ass handed to me if I had to fight one. So if it wasn't in the history books or archives, then I wasn't aware of it either. And I was excited at the idea of learning something that might help me find out where my father was. Hell, I might say payment was Intel…nah. I crossed my arms and hoped I appeared nonchalant.

      The elder clapped his hands and called for silence as more whispers filled the room. I felt everyone’s gaze on me and some— not in mere curiosity, but in licentious— sizing me up.

      “None of the shifters here have been able to find a mate.”

      Explained why they were horny and practically drooling over me, the only single female, though half-shifter, in the building. I raised an eyebrow and crossed my arms despite the apprehension swirling in my gut.

      "Sorry, but I'm not in the matchmaking dating service. If that's why you’ve asked me here, you're out of luck.” I dusted off my jeans and stood, making my way to the exit. “Maybe one of the other witches can give you a locator spell or something." If they asked super nice and gave her a big enough reward. Most love spell witches had a soft spot and might be willing to work with shifters.

      “Wait,” the elder called after me. “We don't call you here lightly. You are our last hope."

      Shock froze me as my stomach dropped. How was I supposed to help? I had no love magic. Once I tried getting over the aversion of having an intimate relationship with a non-shifter and puked in the guy’s mouth. Jess told me that my mom had woven a powerful counter-spell so that she and dad could make me. But when I was born, it backfired, killing her. Not worth the risk.

      I turned back to the elder.

      The intensity of the room raised a level with the men stirring or edging to the end of their seats and a few rose. Guy in the back corner with the shades hadn’t moved and appeared bored.

      Maybe I should’ve told the council to send me a query before I agreed to take the assignment. A chill of having all these men want me sent lustful visions racing through my mind. Here among the alpha males in their lustful stares began to heat up my own sexual drive.

      "Are you aware of the twelve signs of the zodiac?” he questioned.

      What did that have to do with anything? But I nodded and the elder smiled.

      “And you know that each pack or pride is governed by a zodiac sign?"

      "Yes, of course." In the human world, the astrology charts were fun, for love interest or things like that. For the shifter community, they went deeper, like the bottom of the ocean deep. The signs were slightly different, so instead of people, they were animals. Those born under the sign of Leo were actually from any type of cat-shifter pride. Those born under the sign of Cancer were actually the bear shifters, not crabs, and so on. It was based on animal species rather than birthdates.

      "What you don’t know is there is a thirteenth sign that connects all twelve and is the foundation for the Council’s future generations. It is essential to keeping the peace among all shifters."

      What in the world was that sign? Now that I was here, I got the distinct feeling that maybe I really didn't want to know what the extra sign was or why it was so important. Was the thirteenth zodiac so special that they wanted to do a blood sacrifice or some crazy shit to keep the peace? "What exactly are you needing with this thirteenth zodiac?"

      “Only once a generation or so, a female is born under our Chimera sign. However, this time it’s been fifty years since we had someone to take her place among the packs and prides.

      "So you want me to find this thirteenth gal and bring her to you?” And as soon as he said sacrifice, I was out of here. Let someone else do their dirty work.

      "No," the elder shook his head, "we've already found her."

      "So what the hell do you need me for?" I asked with a hand on my hip. "You need me to try to talk her into taking one for the team? Uh, no thanks." I twisted to the door and the gorilla dudes from earlier blocked my path. "Sorry, guys, but I'm done here."

      I pulled the bird charm off my bracelet for a quick exit, but more shifters stood up. Their leering looks didn't make me feel any better. One winked at me and ran his tongue over his lips like I was chocolate pudding with a hidden yummy center. Strangely, I was both repulsed and turned on. What the fuck was wrong with me?

      From the front of the room, the elder called out to me. "We've no need for you to find her because you, Karen, are her."

      I spun around, my fist tightened around the silver charm. "What?" How was what he said possible? I was a coyote shifter, well half, but I certainly wasn't some thirteenth zodiac symbol. I would know, right? Had they lured me to only bleed me out for some bizarre ritual? If they had, they would have a fight on their hands. I rounded my shoulders and mentally checked which spell charms on my bracelet would be the most effective. I had one shaped like an ice cube for a quick freeze and escape.

      “Please,” the elder said, “we mean you no harm, but we do need you prepared for what is to come."

      Now that sounded even better than being a freaking blood sacrifice. My sarcasm spilled over into my pursed lips.
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      “What do you mean?” I asked, but unease settled like a bowling ball in my gut. I misunderstood him. I couldn’t be some weird thirteenth zodiac sign...and tied to all the single males in various packs? Impossible. How? Wouldn’t someone have come to me before now? I don’t know, maybe give me an instruction manual or classes.

      “Each member here hasn't found a mate,” the elder winced. “And they won't until you claim your court. If you don’t, they will tear each other apart or you in their haste to procreate. Our society is already falling with fewer and fewer births every year. Take your place as center of the twelve zodiac signs, then the others not chosen can move on with their lives and find their own spouses.”

      So all these sixty plus guys wanted to bang someone but couldn’t because of me? No wonder they all looked horny. Well, except sexy shades in the corner. Was he just here to watch the fun? My mind whirled with more questions.

      “Okay, so how do I assign my court and what does that entail?” I crossed my arms. Hopefully, it meant allocating one or two to be a secretary or treasurer or something and not eternal lovers. Then later, when the rest found their mates and things returned to normal, I could send the two back home to their packs and move on with my life.

      Shifters not only mated for life, but they couldn't sleep around. Like ever. Both sexes, who tried, got physically sick and killer migraines. Even as a half-coyote shifter, I got wicked headaches and nausea after first-base with a guy. All shifters who hadn’t found their mate and weren’t getting any sex, were high strung to put it lightly. I’d come out okay since I was only half. I wasn’t nearly as desperate as the rest of them and would be happy remaining single and taking care of my needs my own way.

      Jamie, my fox shifter friend, said it was hundred times worse for a pureblood to mingle with humans in any way other than platonic.

      The elder glanced back at sexy sunglass guy in the corner, then back to me. “You begin to choose your court within the hour. Pick your lovers before all our single men perish from insanity and you doom our kind to extinction.”

      “Why me?” I burst out. “I mean I'm only a half-breed. Surely there is someone from one of the packs or prides that is more suited than me.” Like Jamie. She’d jump at a chance to pick twelve lovers.

      “Don't sell yourself short,” a male voice whispered in my ear but when I spun to find who said that, no one was close enough or looked like they’d spoken.

      When I faced the elder, to my left the sunglass guy held up a beer bottle in salute. How did he speak to me from across the room like that? And did the council know he had brought alcohol into their meeting? I was told no booze allowed. Guess that was one way to lessen the craziness of this situation.

      “Every generation, a female from a clan is chosen.” The elder motioned to the other elders on the panel who nodded in agreement. “All shifters have had their turn and it is the coyote cycle now.”

      Still, why me? I shook my head. “But there are tons of female coyote shifters, so why request me? Any of the others can step in.”

      “No, they can't.” Mr. Sexy Sunglasses stood up and sauntered over. The weres in the room stepped out of his way like he was an alpha or something, but I didn't pick up that vibe from him. In fact, if I’d bumped into him on the street, I wasn't sure I’d have any idea he was even a shifter.

      “Why not?” I looked from Sunglasses approaching and back to the elder.

      “As the thirteenth zodiac, you alone can mate with any shifter here and they, you.”

      Fuck! So I was their magic sex toy and they wouldn’t have any problems having sex with me at all despite my half-blood status. I was in a roomful of horny shifters who had been waiting years to bone someone. The thought sent both desire and terror shooting into my gut.

      “Wrestle up some other coyote gal. I'm not interested.” The hell with this. I had enough on my plate with helping out my aunt, finding my father, and earning enough with my limited witch skills to pay the bills. I spun on my heel to leave.

      Abruptly, the room’s murmuring changed to howls and snarls as werewolves and panther shifters and all the young single men started throwing punches and kicks.

      “Get her out of here!” the elder bellowed. He and the other elders dashed to the exit.

      A lion shifter snatched my arm and yanked me forward. His eyes shone golden in the light as though he in the midst of transforming. He hauled me closer and kissed me before I could blink. His lips crushing mine and his erection jamming into my hip.

      I shoved him back but another guy groped my ass. Spinning, I kicked him in the knee and he crumpled. Good to know mine and Aunt Jess’ kickboxing classes were beneficial.

      Two bear shifters pressed up on either side of me, each with one hard-on digging into my front and the other into my back like they were the bread and I was the middle of a sex sandwich.

      A hawk shifter circled overhead and landed on the bear shifter's shoulder in front of me and dug its claws into the guy. The shifter roared and transformed into his animal form.

      Shit, shit, shit!

      From behind, bear guy cupped my breasts, kneading them. A wave of desire crashed into me but I fought the tide of desire and elbowed the dude on the side of his neck but his hazy gaze told me I hadn't even phased him. Now he tweaked my nipples through my bra and a thunderbolt of desire soared through my middle.

      One of the silverback ape’s from the doorway crouched before me, inhaling the scent of my sex. My legs nearly buckled as he nuzzled me through my jeans.

      What the holy fuck? If I didn't do something soon, this place was going to turn into a freaking orgy with me in the middle of sixty guys and I was sure I’d die before they all finished.

      I forced my hand to move to the charm bracelet and not slink out of my clothes to see how many orgasms I could have before passing out or dying.

      At first, my hand slipped on the silver bangles and I gritted my teeth as any shifter not touching me tried to get closer, their hands exploring and caressing me or fighting with one another to keep others away.

      I was pushed through the crowd like it was a mosh pit. All the hands on me made me dizzy and horny. What the fuck is happening? Someone pushed my boobs up and they spilled from the cups into warm hands that sent a surge of pleasure through me. The buildup of my own desires tore into me. If I didn't use the right charm, I was going to let every guy here fuck me.

      A shiver of pleasure rolled through me. An ache blossomed deep inside my belly and pooled between my sex. I needed them. Goddess help me, but I wanted all of them… now. It was like all the times I’d wanted to be with a guy or watched a porn and couldn't get laid all rolled into this one instance with a thousand pounds of lust and horniness added in.

      Nearest to me, I ripped off sexy sunglasses guy’s shirt and kissed him hard. His mouth and tongue molded to mine for a moment before he pulled away and I pouted.

      “Control yourself or you’ll have every guy in here as your mate,” Sexy sunglass guy said, then clenched his teeth so hard the muscle in his jaw ticked.

      How was it he wasn’t as affected as the rest of them? Three guys behind me and they ground their pelvis against me and a haze of lust swirled in my brain. But part of me screamed inside that sunglasses was right. If I didn’t do something soon, they would pulverize my bones, then turn on each other, ripping bodies apart.

      I can do this. I squeezed my eyes shut and blocked out the sensations of dozens of men touching me. My legs trembled, but I grasped the silver ice charm on my bracelet. A guy licked my lips, sucking on them. I gasped from as the ache inside me quadrupled. I could barely stand up and it was only the bodies pressing on every side of me that kept me upright. But when I opened my eyes, Mr. Sunglasses filled my vision. Like the others were part of a dream…a fantasy gone out of control. It would be so easy to give in and let the men fight for me. To choose the winners from combat and keep the ones who were making it hard for me to think or resist.

      Except I wanted to know more about sexy sunglass guy. And wipe the frown off his face. Hear him laugh even. Yet, he stood there rigid, watching me and I felt the heat of his stare even though I couldn’t see his eyes.

      Okay Karen, invoke the charm. Twelve guys is a whole lot more doable than sixty-ish. All I needed to do was pick a shifter from each zodiac sign and be done. The others would move on and find their mates.

      I clutched the silver token of an ice cube and ripped it off the bracelet. Jerking away from the excellent kisser, I nearly went back to his mouth, but spat out the spell. “Ervia Kenteck!”

      Instantly, everyone in the room froze. Except for me. And when Mr. Sexy Sunglasses stepped forward I gasped.

      He grabbed my forearm and drew me toward the stairs. “Let’s get you out of here before your hormones attract every shifter in the city.”

    

  


OceanofPDF.com



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunglass guy dragged me out of the room with the frozen shifters and to the elevator.

      “Hey, let go!” I wrestled from his grasp. “The elevator’s broken anyway, jerk.” I rubbed my wrist where he'd seized me.

      “Sorry.” He held out his hand for me to give him my arm.

      It wasn't bad, a slight skin burn was all. I showed him my injury and he cupped his hands around my wrists. Then he breathed underneath where his hands cradled my abrasion and a coolness seeped into my flesh. When he pulled away, I gasped. My wrist was healed.

      He tapped the button to the elevator.

      “Hey, I already told you its brok—”

      The elevator dinged open. Of course, it did. Earlier the damn thing never made a peep or anything no matter how many times I hit the button.

      I walked into the elevator and he marched in after me.

      “So are you a wizard or something?” I inhaled trying to distinguish his scent now that we weren't in a room full of twelve different types of shifters. But my senses only caught a mix of smoke and a sweet spiciness like cinnamon. He smelled yummy whatever he was.

      “Calm your hormones, Karen,” he said.

      What was wrong with me? Here this guy was virtually a stranger and I was getting turned on again. A change of topic might help. “So how come my charmed spell didn't work on you?” By all accounts, it should've made everyone in the whole room, except me as the caster, freeze.

      “I'm not a typical shifter. My kind are rare.”

      The elevator shimmed down, and I crossed my arms. “Oh?”

      He glanced at me that even with his sunglasses, I felt the heat of his stare.

      “Well?” I raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to make me guess?” Was he one of the ones I had to choose to make the circle of twelve shifters around me like the elder instructed? Would I have to sleep with all of them? The thought had wetness pooling between my legs. I gasped at the intensity that flooded me. Instinctively, I grasped the metal side rail inside the elevator to stop from launching myself onto him. My nails digging into the railing.

      When the elevator finally unlocked, I stumbled out and gulped the sweet air. What the fuck was wrong with me?

      Outside, he led me to a red corvette and opened the passenger door for me.

      “How do I know I can trust you? That you're not some crazed serial killer?” I stood between him and the door. My aunt didn't raise a fool.

      Around us, the early morning traffic buzzed. Several passersby hustled down the sidewalk with a few giving us a wide berth and a few others casting lingering glances at us. Two of the women winked at him.

      “You don't know anything about me, you’re right.” He sighed. “But soon even the humans here will be drawn to you and we can't have a mixed circle with anyone other than shifters. And your spell is fixing to wear off and all the weres in that room will come swarming for you.”

      I cringed. What choice did I have? I'd been swept away earlier with the heavy scent of male and lust in the room before and it was only this guy who had broken through the sexual haze and escorted me out of there and regain my senses. And how the hell did he know how long my spell would last?

      “I'm not getting into this car until you tell me who the fuck you are and what is going on with me.”

      He ran a hand through his brownish red hair. “I'm Caine.”

      “No last name?” I was at least going to email my Aunt Jess to let her know who I was with in case I disappeared. That way the cops would know who to chase down.

      “Smith.”

      I paused pulling my cell from my back pocket. “You're kidding right?”

      “Nope. Now, are you going to get in the car or not?”

      “Fine.” I yanked my phone out and clicked his picture.

      He shielded his eyes. “What the fuck was that for?”

      “Sorry, but I have to let someone know who I'm with and your last name is too common.” I slid into the car then sent his photo along with a name and brief message to my aunt.

      He closed the door and jogged around to the driver's seat. I clicked my seatbelt on when howls sounded in the distance. It was only my half-coyote side that allowed me to hear them at all. I searched around to find where it was coming from exactly.

      Caine jumped into the car and slammed the door shut. “And now the fun begins.” His foot punched the gas and we skidded from the sidewalk.

      “Whoa!” I held onto the seat as he careened through a red light and changed gears. “You're going too fast. We're in the freaking city.”

      “Look behind you.” Caine didn't take his gaze off the road.

      Wha—? I glanced in the side mirror. Yards behind us, shifters ran in their animal form. And they appeared...feral. Their eyes were wide and mouths snapping at each other as they came. Pedestrians who stood in their way were bowled over and trampled beneath them.

      “Stop! We have to help those people.”

      “No.” He changed gears again. “The only way to aid is to get out of the city and for you to select your twelve.”

      But how could I? All of these men were strangers. I couldn’t pick twelve random guys to mate with. “Just tell the council to pick for me so this will end.” Wasn't like I had any choice it seemed.

      “It doesn't work that way.” He jerked the wheel, and I smacked my elbow into the car door.

      I bit back a curse. A thump sounded on top of the car.

      “Fuck!” Caine yanked the car the other way and we skidded into donuts.

      Black claws pierced through the roof, leaving a hole in the car’s roof as it aimed for me. I sunk down, scrolling through my charms for which would be the right one to use. These were blessed talismans and with my magic to trigger them, they amplified my power to actually make a dent in what I wanted rather than fizzle out after a few seconds.

      A hairy hand reached deeper into the car and rummaged for me. Beady eyes stared at me. It was one of the silverback gorilla guards from the council meeting.

      Snapping off a pillow icon, I screamed a spell and pressed it to the shifters arm. Instantly, he fell asleep but his body still clung to the roof of the car.

      Caine slammed on the breaks and I was slung forward, my forehead grazing the dashboard before the seatbelt yanked me back. The gorilla shifter grunted, slipping partially down the front window.

      Before I could shout at Caine, I turned to see what he stared at. In the middle of the road stood two grizzly bears.

      Fuck! “Why’d you stop?”

      “Hang on.” He pushed the gear into reverse and sped backward. As soon as we cleared to a side road, he shoved the car into drive. Passed out gorilla guy tumbled off the roof and rolled down onto the concrete. Goddess, I hope he didn't get run over by another car.

      “Shit, how do we shake them?”

      Caine upped the car into third gear as we raced down a side street towards the freeway.

      I rubbed my forehead from where I'd struck it, my headache blooming behind my eyes. Even if the shifters couldn't bone anyone until I picked one from each zodiac but that didn't explain why they were all acting crazed. Well, except Caine.

      “No, it's rational given the fact that the council took too long to find you.” He spun out onto a dirt path. The lights of the freeway twinkled in the distance. “Two full moons ago, you should've chosen your twelve. If the council had contacted me earlier, none of this would be happening. It took me three days to locate you and confirm you were the Ophiuchus.”

      “Wait.” I sat up straighter in my seat and adjusted the strap digging into my shoulder. “Like the newest astrology sign?” I raked my memory on what the constellation even looked like. I'd always thought of myself as Sagittarius being born November 30th and following the witch and human zodiac birth signs. And my shifter affiliation was Scorpio though as were all coyote’s.

      We merged onto the freeway, and I kept checking the side mirror for any shifters following us.

      When a van rattled up next to us, I tensed.

      Caine chuckled. “Don't worry, those aren't our kind, they’re just human.”

      “How do you know?” I asked as the driver leered at me.

      “’Cause right now, all the shifters are super horny and can only think with their dicks or in their animal form. They won't be able to operate a vehicle.”

      I pointed my chin. “What about you? You seem fine enough to drive. Which kind are you?”

      His knuckles tightened on the steering wheel, turning white. “Can you roll down your window a bit? Your scent is starting to get to me too and I'd rather not transform in my car.”

      “Sure.” I hurriedly let in a breeze and his shoulders relaxed some. “Now will you tell me what you are exactly?”

      With a nod, Caine removed his sunglasses. Glowing amethyst eyes stared back at me. Shit! Realization crash into me to what he might be, and I scrambled to open the door despite that we were going eighty down the freeway.

      He chuckled. “Yup. I can always bet on that reaction so I have childproof locks on that door.”

      My heart hammered in my chest. His kind ate shifters...and humans. No, this had to be a mistake. My breaths came out in pants and I couldn't get enough air. I jammed the button to lower the window more. It would be tight, but I’d climb through. When the glass didn't go down farther than halfway, icy daggers stabbed my lungs, and I couldn't breathe. He'd rigged this car as a death trap and I was trapped inside with a monster.
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      None of my charms would work against Caine. Shit, I could throw them all at him at once and say my strongest spell and maybe make him sneeze. Here I was trapped with a freaking dragon.

      Yup, they existed and were extremely rare. As one of the zodiac signs, they were at the top of the list and the food chain. And in the past, they had no qualms about eating anyone else: human or fellow shifter.

      I had to figure a way out while he insisted I join him, and now we were speeding down the highway to god knows where.

      “Where are you taking me?” If I could get prepared, know what he had planned I’d figure out a way to escape.

      He glanced at me with a mix of hunger and lust in his expression, and I shivered, then licked my lips and tried to sound casual.

      “Are there any bathroom breaks on this trip? And I could sure use a soda.”

      A motorcycle zoomed past us. Who was I fooling? Caine could smell my fear from miles away. But he changed lanes and exited the freeway anyway. He pulled up next to a gas pump and flipped off the engine.

      “Don't try anything silly. I'll be able to track you no matter where you go or how fast.”

      “Right.” I forced a smile. Think calm, happy thoughts and not about him charcoaling me or chomping on my bones. I scrambled out of the car. My legs wanting to run but I forced each slow step and opened the door to the women's restroom. Thankfully, it was empty. I glanced around for an escape route. And of course, no windows in the place. Why did people build public bathrooms with no way to escape crazies like a fire-breathing dragon?

      I slinked to the door when someone banged on it.

      “You okay in there?”

      Shit, was he going to come in here after me? My heart thumped hard against my chest and my tongue was suddenly glued to the roof of my mouth. “Fine, I'm okay.”

      Weirded out that I'd been kidnapped or saved or had he only helped me to eat me later? Would have been easier if he wanted to mate with me like all the other shifters. I splashed water on my face in the sink. The faucet sputtered and gushed out water all over me in the force of a fire hydrant. I waved my arms to block the onslaught. Turning the knob had no effect.

      “What's that noise?” Caine booked outside the door.

      I leaped to the side to get out of the water but the growing puddle beneath me made the floor slick. My feet slipped out from under me and I skidded on my backside and banged into the stall. “Fuck!”

      A crash sounded. Caine stood in the doorway, his nostrils flaring. “What the shit did you do?”

      “Nothing. I washed my hands and face that's it.”

      In three strides, he was at the sink and reached down, turning the water valve off. His clothes clung to him and his brown hair was spiked up on one side from the water blast.

      I shook my arms out as water fell down my face. My white blouse now drenched and showed my cleavage and lacy bra like I wore nothing. Great.

      “Than—” my voice broke at seeing his eyes.

      He'd taken off his sunglasses to wipe them down. His eyes were glowing...an emerald color that hitched my breath. And he was staring right at me, then his gaze lowered to my boobs. I swore steam rose off my skin from the heat of knowing he was looking at me.

      “Are you hurt?” his husky voice asked.

      The sound of his words wrapped around me like a siren's call, and I stared back at the outline of his chiseled muscles beneath his soaking black T-shirt.

      Pain hit me deep inside. Not from the fall but from a hunger. A sexual need that overruled the danger I was in. Lust and wanting to touch him, taste him, have him fill me deep inside. And his kiss, goddess my lips were still seared from where I’d kissed him at the council meeting. Like I’d been marked, no branded but in a good way and I wanted to feel that way as far deep inside he could go.

      Caine was too close but I wanted him on top of me, caressing me and me touching him back. No way could I walk away from this much less restrain myself. My breaths shortened to pants. And despite being drenched, I was so hot. At this moment, all I could think about was sex and how it felt like I’d implode if I didn’t get relief. My nipples tightened under his stare and my breasts felt heavy.

      “Karen, are you injured?” He strode toward me not slipping on the wet tile at all.

      Uncontrollably, I rose and stepped toward him. Between my legs, my sex throbbed. I grasped his shirt and yanked him closer and taking his mouth with mine. All thoughts fled as his thumb stroked the underside of my breast, making them ache more. Everything in me wanted to pounce on him. He was right here, underneath my fingers, his chest pressed against mine. I slid my hands down the front of his pants, feeling his bulge beneath my fingertips. It would be so simple to undo his jeans. Even bound in his underwear and pants, it felt huge.

      I kissed him harder, pouring in all my lust and desire and sexual aches. His tongue dancing with mine was almost orgasmic and I moaned against his mouth. I tugged at the button on his jeans. When he broke our kiss, I mewled…a needy sound as my mouth was devoid of his for the moment. He yanked off my shirt then lowered his head to my breasts.

      With both hands, he eased them out, my nipples perking for him. He massaged one while he suckled the other. I arched my back while he caressed me. My entire body was on fire. Even my sex spasmed harder and harder with each of his touches. If he didn’t hurry up and fuck me, I was shoving him down in the water to jump onto him.

      He shifted and hoisted me onto his lap. I nearly came as his thigh pressed against my sex, and I ground my sex against him while the pressure inside of me continued to build. When he moved his wet, hot mouth to my other breast, I rolled my hips across him harder. My hands searching out for his cock. We didn’t know each other…shit, I didn’t even know his last name…but I had to quench this hunger inside me or die trying.

      For a moment, he pulled away and a shadow of regret pinched his brows. My heart clutched, but I couldn’t stop. I braced my weight and took off my jeans, I couldn’t stand not to touch him or him.

      “Kare—” he stopped when I straddled him again and my sex pressed against his hard-on through his jeans.

      “Please, Caine, oh, god, please.” I rubbed back and forth against his erection but it wasn’t enough.

      He unbuttoned his jeans, and I nearly screamed a hell yes. My body shook as I lowered down on him. Only our underwear between us. His mouth was on mine again with a furious hunger that both frightened and enticed me. I was about to fuck a dragon and the thrill of it ran up my spine.

      His hands hefted up my breasts, kneading and squeezing them as I rolled my hips back and forth, rubbing my throbbing sex against his. He was bigger and thicker than I’d first thought and I couldn’t wait to have him buried deep inside me. A climax formed in me that rippled through my body. As soon as he would thrust into me, I was going to cum. I was so close already. I met his hunger with my own, our tongues merging and sucking on each other’s.

      Outside a car alarm went off and he tensed.

      No, no, no. When he pulled back, I moved to his neck not wanting to stop. Not wanting to end this heat until we were both quenched. But he pushed me away gently and stood.

      “No!” My anguished voice echoed through the bathroom.

      He strode to the door and peered out. His fists clenched and through my sexual haze, a trickle of fear wiggled through.

      “Fuck, they found us.”

      My body turned cold suddenly, and I couldn’t stop shaking. “W-who?” I whispered as my teeth chattered. I scrambled to snatch up my soaking pants and shirt. They were much too wet from the faucet to put back on.

      “A few of the other shifters.” He swore.

      “C-can’t you get rid of them?” I clutched my clothes to me, trembling from the sudden cold of not trying to bone him and having his warmth wrapped around me. “You’re the big b-bad dragon, just turn your f-f-flamethrowers on them or s-something.”

      He shook his head and retrieved his glasses. “It’s not that simple.”

      “S-sure it is.” I strode forward. “Tell them to go away and we’ll get the council to assign someone else to mate with the twelve.” Yet even now, having the idea of so many guys want me made my sex tighten again in anticipation.

      “Stop that.” He pinched his brow.

      “What?” Did he want me to have a dozen lovers? Was he not into me at all and it was the timing had been right and me so desperate that we nearly screwed? Maybe I should march out there and let whoever had chased us down have their way with me and he could get his thrills and watch. “Was this all a tease? I might as well go face them.”

      When I steamed past him to the exit, he snatched my arm. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “No? I know what I want and what I need.” My sex was throbbing so bad it hurt. My skin was burning again. Even my breasts felt like boulders strapped to my chest and yearned to be touched. I needed relief. I had to have sex. It was burning a hole inside me that only a guy could fill—and I’d mistakenly thought he could meet that need. I’d had a taste of him and still wanted more. I wanted to be stuffed with him…every last inch. And I he didn’t want to fuck me, there were plenty more outside who did.

      Most guys with a half-naked woman wanting to be fucked would be happy to oblige. Yet, here I was stuck with a dragon who had honor or didn’t care what I was going through. Whatever.

      He blocked the door, and I glared up at him.

      “Move.” My lust made me pant, and I dropped my jeans and shirt on the wet floor.

      “Karen, you can’t go out there.” He licked his lips, looking over his shoulder then back at me. “The shifters will be here any moment and they won’t let you chose.”

      I frowned as his words sunk in. “What do you mean?”

      “Once you mate with one of us, then you can’t go back to how your life was before and be single and not attached to anyone.” He lowered his voice. Growls sounded behind him and too damn close for my liking. “If you have sex, then you’re mated to that shifter for life. There’s no going back. No changing your mind. It doesn’t stop there either, you have to have twelve lovers. And all of us single guys are wanting to fuck you at the same time.”

      He had kissed me. Twice. Did that mean he wanted to be my mate? “Why is this happening to me?” I waved a hand out. “I mean besides the council and astrology mumbo-jumbo.”

      “You really don’t know, do you?”

      Before I could answer, he snatched my hand and dragged me out of the bathroom.

      “My clothes!”

      “Leave them. I have to get you somewhere safe before they attack.” In one motion, he tucked me to his chest, with an arm around my legs and one supporting my back, and bolted from the gas station and into the woods. Branches snatched at my cheeks and hair. He ran faster than any human could run but behind us the yips and howls grew closer.
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      Caine's muscles rippled beneath my hands as we tore across the forest floor with horny shifters chasing us. In his arms, I felt protected…well, as much as I could be with sex-crazed shifters chasing after us. The fact that Caine didn't transform into his dragon form and roast them said either he was in worse shape than I thought or he had a conscious and wouldn't attack unless he had to.

      Before I had a chance to ask him, we reached a clearing, and he set me on my feet. “Ready to fly?”

      Behind us, howls and growls echoed.

      “Hurry.”

      His skin changed to a bright green and he fell onto his hands and knees. His skin erupting into scales. He shook his head as a spiked tail emerged. This was taking too long. Most shifters only took a minute to completely become their animal. I glanced around expecting the other shifters any moment and bit my lip.

      Was this why he raced us ahead…so he’d have some distance to change? His body shivered as though in pain as his head elongated into a dragon-shape. Around us, the sounds of the other shifters drifted closer and the knot in my stomach ached. Would they reach us before he fully transformed? His body grew until he was a twelve foot dragon and I stood gaping up at him like a fool.

      His tail brushed the edge of the trees and his wings stirred up the air around us.

      “Hop on,” Caine's voice rang in my head like it had back at the elder meeting except this time it was strained as though shifting had taken a lot out of him. Which I understood now seeing how it was several minutes of pain from muscles and bones twisting and reforming.

      I balked at the idea of taking a ride with him. Yes, I’d known he was a dragon when we ran from the gas station, but seeing him in his full dragon form was something else entirely. Everything in me screamed danger at the dragon before me. That the guy who had helped me might be more dangerous than those we’ve been running from. Would I truly be safe with him or should I try my luck with the other shifters? Ones who didn't eat her kind for sport.

      A tree crashed near me and my gaze met the eyes of a gorilla shifter. His eyes were bloodshot and full of rage-induced lust. That was the only way I could describe it.

      It smiled showing its fangs and another movement to my right had me jumping back. Stalking toward me was a black panther with sleek fur and amber-slanted eyes.

      I froze.

      Somehow I doubted either of them would care if they fucked me in their animal form or if they'd rip me to shreds in doing so. And I wasn't into bestiality. Both crept closer, and my heart pounded in my chest. Three howls answered one another yards away.

      Holy shit! They would all be there in seconds.

      The silverback thumped his chest and charged straight at me.

      “Get on!” Caine yelled in my mind and thumped the ground with his tail.

      I raced to his flank and scrambled onto his back. The gorilla pounced on his tail and Caine roared. He thrashed his tail around, but the gorilla held firm.

      With me clutching one of his neck spikes, Caine flapped his wings, sending the panther tumbling back. But the gorilla held on while we lifted straight up into the air. It climbed up slowly and I clutched on tighter. I nodded before I realized Caine couldn’t see me do the gesture.

      “Hold on,” he mind-spoke to me, his spikes shifting to that they squeezing painfully on my legs as I rode astride him near his head. Then he rolled so fast I was immediately dizzy and nauseous.

      Blinking, I forced my gaze to focus. The damn gorilla latched onto Caine’s freaking tail was madness. The ape’s eyes that made me swallow the lump that pressed in my throat. Horny was one thing, but this dude looked to be sex-driven insane. I had to get him off us. Before he decided to yank me from Caine in the clouds and we both fell to our deaths. The thought of him maiming Caine so that he couldn’t fly made my gut clench and my blood ice over.

      I shook out my charm bracelet and shoved my hair whipping around my face. My magic wouldn’t work on Caine but it damn sure would affect a silverback. A pentacle star would create a bubble around the shifter and the air current would blow him off Caine and safely to the ground.

      I clipped off the silver charm and shouted the incantation, “Zemire Omxly Truvian.”

      The wind snatched the star from my fingers, hoisting it down below us.

      No! Shit! I squeezed my eyes shut as dizziness pressed into my skull from watching my talisman tumble among the trees we flew past.

      Caine’s body shook, and I cringed. The gorilla was charging slowly forward up his back. In a few more seconds he’d be at Caine’s leathery wings and would be able to serious damage if he wanted. I couldn’t let that happen.

      Okay, I had more charms. None that it would help Gorilla guy get back on the ground without becoming splatter, but I had to do something.

      I grasped another talisman. This one a bow and arrow. It would shoot a bolt of energy at him and loosen him from Caine. Possibly knock him out too. I jerked off the charm and my fingers slipped, but I caught it before it fell like the other one. Whispering a prayer to the goddess, I focused my energy, allowing the object to absorb my magic and the blessed silver to increase it.

      “Muwjerm Unitomer!” I threw the charm at the silverback’s head, aiming for his forehead to ensure my spell did double duty of making him unconscious and blasting him off Caine. But the wind gathered the piece up and the edge of it hit the gorilla on its shoulder.

      It bellowed in pain, but didn’t loosen its hold.

      Fuck!

      “Any time you want to use some of your magic to help us out, I’d appreciate it,” Caine gritted out in my mind.

      “Shut up,” I said. “I’m trying. Don’t you have magic too?” Some witches even collected dragon teeth and scales, if they could find them, saying they were powerful totems and could be used in all kinds of spells.

      “Only fire, sweetheart. And I don’t think you want me to fry anyone when the wind is against us.”

      “Give me a minute.” My hands were sweaty, but I squeezed my thighs tight around Caine, then rubbed my palms on my jeans and jerked them back on Caine’s spikes in order not to fall off. I zipped through the charms, looking for one that would help. A skull and crossbones, but I pushed it aside. That was a death totem and I wouldn’t use it unless I had to. There was still time.

      With a roar, the gorilla leaped forward, snatching onto Caine’s wing. We tumbled head over feet and the wind strangled my scream.
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      I flew off Caine’s back, the wind stealing my breath. Flaying mid-air, I screamed, catching a glimpse of Caine tucking his wing tight against his body, shuddering from obvious pain. My heart hammered in my throat as I fell. Alongside me, the gorilla plummeted faster, the trees, breaking branches on his way.

      I spread my arms and legs to try and slow my descent but the ground was speeding up to meet me. My heart hammered in my throat. Caine stretched out his wings, but one refused to open. He clawed at the air to reach me, his gaze full of regret.

      I wasn't done yet. My charms banged against my wrist, and I yanked off the bird one. This time, clenching my fingers tight so I wouldn't drop the talisman. I focused the magic to myself and Caine's dragon form but he was heavier than me and fell faster, disappearing in the forest below.

      “Arevva Mometu!” I screamed as the tops of pine trees grazed my side.

      An invisible force jerked me up, hovering six feet above the ground. Slowly, the air pressure lessened, and I was lowered down. My legs buckled from relief. But where was Caine? Was he alive?

      “Caine!” I yelled, rising to my feet. My side burned and I pressed a hand to my injury. Blood stuck to my shirt. Freaking great. If the predators couldn't track me well enough before, then I'd just painted a bright red signpost that would lead them straight to me. My right thigh stung as I limped forward. Images of Caine impaled flashed through my mind, choked me. Twice he'd saved my life when he could've easily left me to a pack of sex-starved shifters. Had I repaid him by catching his fall a second too late? A lancing pain burned across my chest with the thought of him dying because he'd been trying to protect me.

      I tripped over a tree root and cursed. “Caine,” I lowered my voice. Was he alive? I couldn’t allow myself to think that, it burned a hole in my gut when I did.

      And what about the gorilla? Even though I didn't think the silverback survived the fall, and I refused to let his death weigh on my conscience, I didn't want to risk him locating me sooner. Who was I kidding? If gorilla shifter was dead, his death would be a boulder in my stomach for the rest of my life. Didn't matter that it was his fault we'd crashed, I should've been able to save him. If I'd had more time…

      A twig breaking made me crouch down behind a shrub, my heart strangling my throat. Sweat trickled down my back and the desire to flee had me trembling inside and out.

      “What did you do?” Caine's voice snapped behind me and I jumped. “Spear yourself and smear your blood in a trail for them to follow?”

      He was back in his human form, along with his sunglasses. Joy burst in my heart so hard and fast that I threw myself at him. My arms squeezed him until he tapped my shoulder.

      “Did you save me only to choke me to death?”

      “Sorry.” I stepped back. The cool air rushing between us and I rubbed my palms down my jeans. “Are you injured?” I inhaled to find out for myself and the scent of copper coated my tongue. His left arm red and swollen.

      However, his erection tenting his pants showed me he wasn’t as immune to the pull of my being in heat as he led on.

      “I'll be okay, let’s go.” He moved forward and winced.

      I placed a hand against his chest and a tingle spread through me like I’d altered every never ending in my body that I was alone with a very powerful male. “Take it easy,” I said more to myself than him. “Let me take a look.”

      His lower leg was twisted in a weird angel, and I swallowed back bile at the image of broken bones. Blood covered his back, and I guessed that’s what had struck first. Had my magic saved him at all? I shook away the thought, it had to of, or he’d have hit the ground too hard to survive, right? His chestnut hair was matted to head and I wasn’t sure from sweat or blood.

      “How is it you’re still standing?” I asked, frowning at his injured leg.

      “Dragons can sustain a lot.” He smiled, lust filling his expression.

      I rolled my eyes. Guess his resistance was down because of his injuries or something. Later, when we were a bit safer and not out in the open, then my body thrummed in anticipation of what we could do alone together. But for now, we had to get out of here. “Whatever, tough guy. The others, even if they can’t fly, won’t be too far behind.” A shiver of dread flicked through me. If the other shifters caught up with us, they’d rip Caine to pieces while he was vulnerable and I was running out of magical charms. I fingered them to see what was left: a shield that would work for a brief time against an enemy or two…never thought when I’d bought it that I’d need it to hold off sixty-plus feral shifters. A flower to help with the spring garden my Aunt Jess and I had planned. Yeah, that would help a lot—here’s to hoping the shifters had hay fever and pollen allergies. Third was a four-leaf clover that I’d had since I got the charm bracelet as a gift from my Aunt. I’d never used it as it was a one-time only charm. Like I could buy a hundred four-leaf clovers and never have the luck of this one. I squeezed my eyes briefly whispering a prayer to the goddess that I’d never have to use it and could pass it onto my daughter. Next was a cat that would help me be nimble and swift. A bronze flame for a quick fire that I used to light the fireplace during winters and a rune of strength that would give me Herculean muscle power for an hour.

      “My lair’s not far from here.” Caine ran a hand down my arm and I shivered.

      Desire snapped through my veins and moisture pooled between my legs. Goddess, I wanted him. Here and now, despite the danger. But a small portion of my rational brain screamed for us to get the hell out of here. Fucking could come later.

      “We need to go.” I took a deep inhale and regretted it. The musky scent of his masculinity, his raw power and danger, making me trip over my own shoes to put some distance between us.

      He hoped on one foot, using the trees around us to help steady himself and get closer to me. “You’re right.” He shook his head as though to clear it, his nostrils flaring. “We’ll be safe in my place at least until tomorrow. By then, I don’t even think my scent will be enough to keep all the others away. Even now, I’m hanging on by a thread not to hoist you to that oak tree and fuck you until you scream my name.”

      “Don’t say that,” I whispered while my pulse quickened. As much as I wanted, needed him to quell this burning fire inside me, we’d be sitting ducks out here in the open. And he needed to heal too. I knew a few healing spells, but I needed ingredients and time to gather them.

      “Well, the scent of your heat will only get stronger until you mate. Then it’ll abate some until you mate again…and so forth until you’ve mated with your entire twelve members of your new coven.”

      So I had to go into hiding for who knows how long. “Peachy.” I waved a hand. “So which direction is your place? And let me help you.”

      “It’s ten miles northeast.”

      I stopped and glared at him. “Are you serious? We can’t make it that far…well, you can’t with your leg and back like that.”

      He gritted his teeth, the muscle in his jawline pulsing. “We’ve no choice. Already, a group of five shifters are headed this way.”

      “What?” I whipped around, sniffing the air, but caught nothing except the faint smells of a river nearby and the foliage around us and of course, our blood. “Are they too far away for my half-breed coyote to smell them?”

      “No, they are too far for even a bear to whiff. About thirty-five miles out, but headed straight for us.”

      My mouth hung open. “You can smell that far away?”

      He lowered his sunglasses, hitting me with that emerald stare. “Once we mate, I’ll be able to track you down by your scent from over a hundred yards away.”

      “That’s impossible. No animal can trail anything that far.” But my insides tightened and jumped that he’d said we’d mate. And damn it if my hormones didn’t sizzle with anticipation at that idea. Did that mean he was one of my twelve then? Not that it would be bad idea to have a dragon lover and protector. But how long would I really be safe if my heat, and now my blood, was being broadcast to every single shifter around. And would the range continue to spread until I’d had sex with all twelve?

      “No?” He weaved on his feet like he was drunk. “A polar bear can hunt a female in heat for up to a hundred miles in the snow.”

      “All right, let’s get the hell out of here. Get you stitched up, then we can discuss,” I licked my lips, “other things.”

      “If we didn’t have so many fucking shifters after you, I’d show you what we could do all night.”

      “Are you feverish or delirious?” I felt his forehead and jerked my hand away. “Ah, you’re burning hot.”

      “For you.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      “Okay, down boy.” We didn’t have time for this, no matter how much my sex pulsed at the thought of riding a dragon all the way. “I’ve got a spell that will allow me to carry you and run fast, but it won’t last. But we’ll need to set your leg first.” Goddess, why hadn’t I studied first aid in school when they offered the courses?
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      I bit my lip, looking around for a stick to set Caine's leg. The sun winked through the trees as I searched the forest floor. I found a slightly crooked fallen branch that could work. Just needed Caine to break it into two pieces for me. Couldn't be too hard for a dragon shifter.

      Hurrying back to him, a rustle stirred behind me and I froze. Every sense in my body screamed danger. For a second I debated calling Caine for help but he was injured from the crash.

      “Who’s there?” My voice came out a whisper. I raised the branch to swing at whatever had my heart racing and my adrenaline surging through me.

      Wind whistled past me. A blunt force hit my back, knocking me down. I smacked into the ground. Dirt caked in my nose and mouth. The branch snapped in two. I spun onto my back but a condor swooped down on top of me. It dug talons into my shoulders. Screaming, I swung at the giant bird but could only graze its side with the stick. Terror slicing through me.

      Then it nuzzled my cheek and squawked at me. What the holy hell? With a shiver, its feathers shrunk inside its body. Its flesh and bone morphing.

      While it transformed into a man, its hold on me lessened. The claws turned into fingers, and I whipped the branch against his face. He careened off me. Until he changed completely, he wouldn't be able to do much. I didn’t know who he was and didn’t want to hang around to find out.

      I tossed the stick aside and ran back to Caine.

      There was no time to set Caine's leg. We had to get the hell out of here now.

      I jerked when an arm grabbed me from behind a tree.

      Caine gave me a nod, holding onto the tree with his other hand. “Care to use that magic speed charm of yours?”

      “Right.” We had to get out of here. Would I ever be safe? Sure, once I had sex with twelve guys. I shivered. Some women might relish with the thought, but I’d be happy in a monogamous relationship. I snapped off the silver wings and blew across it, activating the spell with the words, “Burda Omner Riveron.”

      My feet lifted off the ground. Before I flew away, I snatched Caine's hand. “Where's your lair?”

      “To the north. In the mountains.”

      We leaped through the forest and into the sky. Wind tore at my clothes and hair. My hand shaking from holding Caine but the spell was working. I had the strength, for now, to carry us both.

      “We've got company,” Caine shouted.

      I glanced over my shoulder making us wobble in the air. Holy Fuck! Two condors, a handful of huge owls and hawks flew after us. And something told me they weren't hunting mice.

      “Reveto!” I yelled, jump starting the spell to go faster. We'd burn through the hex quicker but it was better than getting captured by horny bird shifters. If I had to mate with twelve different guy, I wanted to make a choice in who I accepted, not get passed around a flock.

      We zinged through the air so fast bile shot up my throat. The ground below us weaved and spun. I squeezed my eyes shut, praying we would land soon.

      “How much farther should I fly us?” I asked Caine.

      Instead of answering, he pointed to a snow capped mountain in the distance.

      The magic carrying us sputtered and we dipped lower.

      “No, no, no!” A little farther and we'd make it to Caine's lair. At least the shifters behind us were falling behind.

      But I couldn't make it up the mountain with Caine's injury. He wouldn't be able to shift until his dragon form was healed. If I could get us to a safe spot, then I’d be able to do some light healing spells to help him. We just had to make it.

      We fell a foot before the flying spell jerked us to a stop, like a bungee cord tightening. It was a warning system. The third time we lost altitude, we'd be on the ground.

      Tips of trees brushes against Caine's legs and he grimaced each time. I swerved to the left by turning my head that direction. My goal was a small clearing so we could land without being driven onto trees.

      Again, the spell sputtered and we descended down a few feet at a time, continuing until our feet touched the ground.

      Caine grunted as we landed, his forehead glistening with sweat and his face ashen.

      A screech sounded in the distance, and I ducked down.

      “We have to move. They'll track us here if we stay too long.” My insides twisted with fear and the urge to run as fast as I could. Reaching Caine's safe haven would be impossible with his leg broken. But we didn't have time to set it.

      “Go, Karen.” He motioned with a hand as he leaned against a pine tree. “You'll be safe in my home for a week. Time to rest and recover and start claiming your men.”

      A heaviness settled on my chest to where I couldn't take a deep enough breath. My entire body trembled with the need to stay with him. How could I leave?

      He'd saved me several times and had even been injured because of me. And here he was giving up his sanctuary for me. It would only be a matter of time before the shifters broke through his defenses.

      “No, we can make it.” My voice shook. “How far is it from here? Can we reach it before dark?” The sun already hung low in the sky.

      “The others will be here too soon.” He shook his head. “Take the trail a mile from here past an oak with twin trunks. Follow that path straight up until you find a cave.”

      I stomped over to him and grasped his hand. If I couldn’t take him with me, the least I could do was offer him protection by choosing him as my first-mate. As far as I understood, shifters weren’t able to attack another’s mate for merely the sake of being able to have her. The act would kill the aggressive shifter. That was one of a few areas were shifters and the animal kingdom differed. Probably because if there weren’t inborn controls like this and not having sex with nonshifters, we’d have died out a long time ago.

      No idea what I was doing but it felt right. I placed his hand over my heart. “Dragon shifter Caine, I claim you as my first mate, my first love for as long as you'll have me until death do us part.”

      A surge zinged through me from where his hand was on me. Peace settled over me, loosening my chest some.

      “What did you do?” he asked. His mouth a tight line.

      “Yes, I made a choice.” Now I only had eleven more to make and the nightmare of having dozens of shifters trying to mate with me would be over.

      “You did a dragon oath...it can never be broken...not even in death.” His voice was stern, hard.

      My mouth hung open. Death? What the hell was he talking about? I glanced over to him to ask, but his glower stole my words. Was he angry with my decision? Had he not want to mate with me? “Back at the gas station,” I swallowed against the lump pressing in my throat, “I thought you wanted this.”

      “I want you to be happy. Nothing more.” He raked a hand through his dark hair. “I took you away from the council meeting to protect you. To give you a chance to pick your court without coercion of sex or you being in heat. I thought we could ride out the storm in my lair until you were able to control the lust better and make rational decisions and not based on passions or desire.”

      His words stung me like a thousand hornet stings.

      “What do you mean?” I stiffened. “You think I picked you out of pity? Out of some sort of obligation?” I dropped his hand and backed away. “Or that I'm a walking cunt that doesn't care where the cock comes from as long as it fills me up and takes away this burning need deep inside me that grows stronger every moment. That makes me want to rip my clothes off and have everyone around me fuck me until I lose my mind or until I'm satisfied and even then it doesn't feel like I will be. Do you think I asked for this or wanted it?” I turned away from him and headed the direction of the oak he told me about.
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      I hiked up the mountain using a path beside the oak with the double trunk that Caine had mentioned. The decision to choose him as my first mate now burned a hole in my gut. Not that I'd made a mistake but that I let him tick me off so easily with his words after I’d selected him. Now though, I kept glancing back, thinking he might follow, but he couldn’t, not with his injury. The fact I'd left him tormented me with images of him dying alone from lack of food or water.

      Logically, I knew he'd be fine. His leg was broken but he had been able to hop around using support.

      Damn it! I wouldn't be able to live with myself if anything happened to him. I jogged back down the path toward him. How could I have left him?

      “That's the wrong way, Luv,” Caine's voice sounded behind me.

      I whirled. There he was nearly three hundred yards above me. How the hell did he get that far that fast without me seeing him? “How—you—?”

      “Sorry, Luv.” He winked the replaced his sunglasses. “Can't give away all my dragon secrets.”

      “Whatever.” I marched toward him. “How much farther to your place?”

      “A few feet,” he said over his shoulder, “now, follow me.”

      He didn't even limp as he went up the steep mountain. Did he heal that fast?

      Darkness covered the trail but I kept to the path, glancing up to ensure Caine was still in front of me. Any time I almost caught up with him, he speed up.

      My breath came out in short, white puffs. Really needed to start going to the gym again. Snow tickled my nose, and I wrapped my arms around myself as a chill settled in my bones.

      A bra and underwear, so not the ideal clothing for a mountain climb. When we left the gas station, my jeans and shirt were too wet from the faucet to put back on and I’d left them when we fled. Now I wished I’d brought them anyway. I pushed forward, my teeth chattering so hard I thought they might break against each other.

      “Here's the entrance.” Caine stood beside a cave opening.

      I could do this. I huffed. Get inside Caine's lair, fall on the dirt floor, and sleep for a week. My legs cramped as I ducked down to crawl through the small opening. Inside, it was so small, I had to crawl along on my belly. Since I was only wearing my bar and panties, thanks to the gas station’s bathroom faucet and having to flee suddenly.

      The heady scent of earth and fire tickled my nose. It was so dark, I couldn't see anything. Where had Caine gone? I hadn't even seen him enter the cave...had I?

      “Caine?” I whispered. Don't know why I was being quiet but it felt like this tunnel might collapse at any moment.

      My hand grazed something hard and long. A bone?  Was this how he kept the other shifters out? Having them die in this impenetrable passage? My heart thundered loud in my ears. Panic gripped my throat, and I couldn't breathe. This was a mistake. Why had I trusted a dragon?

      “Caine!” I said a bit louder this time and began scooting backward. No way was I going to get stuck here.

      Something grabbed my foot. I screamed, kicking whatever it was. My heel collided with something spongy like a face but whoever it was didn't let up on yanking me toward them.

      “Stop! Let go!” I yelled. Rocks scraped my arms and stomach as the person kept hauling me out of the tunnel.

      “Come out, little cunt,” a man said.

      My insides coiled at his words. “My dragon is going to kick whatever is left of your ass after I'm done with you!” I smashed the guy with the heel of my boot, earning a grunt.

      “Don't see you’re precious lover anywhere around,” the male snorted. “Me and my friends want a taste of you.”

      Oh hell no! I kicked harder, scrambling for a rock big enough to use for a weapon as I was dragged out of the cave’s tunnel.

      There stood at least eight men. The alcohol on their breath stinking.

      No way could I fight them all. Where was Caine when I needed him? Sipping blood Brandy while he reclined in his cave floor? “It’d be a nice time to show yourself, dragon.” Nothing. Not even an arrogant chuckle broke the night air. “Caine! This isn't funny, I could use some help here.”

      A whoosh sounded around me. The trees, men, and darkness spun so fast I closed my eyes to keep from throwing up. Screams and yells echoed near me but dizziness pressed against my skull.

      “You're safe now,” Caine's said.

      I opened my eyes to find him naked in a hot spring that went up to his chest.

      “Wha—?” We were in a giant cave with lights strung across the ceiling. The men were gone and we were in a completely new place. How did we get here?

      “My lair.” He waved a hand out. “Well, my healing chamber. The rest of the place is upstairs.” He cringed and lifted his leg which snapped into place before my eyes.

      “Wait, your leg is still broken? But you were fine...you led me on the path...and how did we get in here?” I sat on the edge of a flat boulder, my head spinning.

      He lowered his leg into the bubbling water and the pinch between his brows eased. “That was an illusion spell. I conjured a duplicate of me and used it to lead you here.”

      I crossed my arms. “No, you took me to a tunnel that no one bigger than a rabbit to fit through.”

      “And if you had continued through, you'd have found the stairs to my front door, so to speak.’

      I rolled my eyes. “Stop speaking in riddles. I was accosted in the tunnel and yanked out. Then all of sudden I'm here too and so are you. How did we get here?”

      “When you were within the shields of my home and called my name at least three times, then the magic was engaged. We are linked, so the spell located me through you. It teleported me here and I in turn sent the power of my lair to bring you to me.”

      “Right.” I leaned back. Some rumors said that dragons had magic including being able to vanish. Guess that made sense. “So why didn't you do that at the council meeting or when we were flying or in the woods?”

      His face flushed. “Because I have to be within the lair’s boundaries for the magic to activate.”

      But you were in the valley.” I paused. “Except I was here and the magic heard my plea of saying your name and brought you here through me? Then what's to stop others from doing the same and gaining entry?”

      “No. Actually you wouldn't have been granted access at all without me bringing you inside myself.”

      “Why? What would happen if I got inside without you?”

      “The enchantments would burn the flesh from your bones.”

      I swallowed, remembering the bones in the tunnel. “Then why didn't it fry me? Is it because we’re bonded, isn't it? We could've avoided all this if you had suggested the bond back at the gas station.”

      “It's not that simple. Yes, there are perks to having a dragon as a mate but there are downsides too and I believe the woman should chose to be bound or not and the male to concede or deny.”

      “What consequences?”

      He stared at me. “Our life force is joined for all time. If I die, so do you. When I am reborn so will you be. There will be no escape from the link. No magic ritual to break it. What if in fifty years you grow tired of me? I couldn't bear to see you in pain.”

      What if he got sick of me or I couldn’t stand the way he brushed his teeth. “Guess I should've read the manual.” I rubbed my hands down my thighs. My bruises aching.

      “Undress—”

      “Excuse me?” I balked. Did this guy think he could order me around? Snap his fingers and I'd jump his bones. Though at the image my sex throbbed.

      “You're hurt. The water will heal you.”

      The water shimmered and seemed to call to me, while her bones ached and I’d love to take a load off and relax. And chilling in a hot spring with a sexy dragon shifter was too tempting. My cheeks heated. “Thanks.”

      I kept my bra and panties on. Most of the fabric was ripped from the fights but I still felt better leaving them on. Carefully, I eased into the water. It was hotter than it looked. Yet it instantly soothed my muscles. Inside the semicircle that was the size of a Jacuzzi I sat across from Caine.

      “So, did you think this afternoon you'd be here with me in your hot tub with shifters after us...well, me?” A thump sounded outside and I cringed. “What was that?”

      “One of the wards activated. In answer to your other question, no I hadn't planned this. Honesty, I thought you'd be like the others before you and screw your twelve men in a night and be done.”

      Can't say I blamed them even if Caine sounded like he did. The pull in that room was so strong to mate that I even felt it now. Moisture pooled between my legs that had nothing to do with the hot spring and everything to do with thinking about sex and a sexy dragon shifter across from me. Was he wearing any clothes at all under the water? I licked my lips and tried to deter my lustful mind elsewhere. “Did you try to save any of the women chosen to hold the twelve zodiac signs like you did me?”

      “Twice before, yes.” He glanced away. “But it did no good.”

      “What happened?”

      “One nearly bonded with me but a rival dragon appeared and though I won the fight against him, she chose him.”

      “And the second,” I prodded.

      He swallowed and stared down into the water. “Despite all she said about loving me and wanting the bond, at the first shifter that touched her, she tore off her clothes and spread her legs. She laughed and moaned as two men mounted her in front of me. Then she took three more men at once and so on until her twelve were chosen and I was left alone and outside that inner circle.”

      “Both of them were stupid.” I slid through the water toward him.

      His bright serpentine eyes watched me with heat rising between us. I wanted him so bad that it hurt deep inside and he was the only one to scratch the itch and give me satisfaction. Until now, we’d been running and now that we were safe, the urge to have sex returned full-force and I took off my bra. His gaze dipping to my breasts that peeked out of the water intensified my desire.

      I scoped down and removed my panties, tossed both garments outside of the steaming water. Sinking down into the water, I touched his knees.

      “No,” he drew me up, “I want to see you.” The raw gravel in his voce made me shiver in anticipation and need.

      Naked, I stood before him. The water lapping just below my belly button, but my dark hair triangle was visible. I nudged my chin at him. “What about you?”

      He rose. His sex standing out thick and proud. Longer than I would’ve thought and wide enough to make me know that it wasn’t going to fit easily. My mouth watered.

      “You’re beautiful,” I said.

      His stare had me turning even hotter. “Yes, you are.” He grasped my arms and dragged me closer to him. His hard body pressing up against my soft curves. He kissed me then pulled on my lower lip with his teeth. My knees buckled but he kept a hand around my waist, holding me up. Then he kissed my neck to my just below my ear. I wrapped my hands around his shoulders, trying to hold on to the burning urgency that boiled over inside me.

      He brushed a thumb across my nipple and I groaned in pleasure. Everywhere I was on fire and he was the only thing to quench me. When his mouth covered mine again, and his hand massaged my breast, I deepened the kiss, stroking his tongue and lightly sucking on it.

      A rumble reverberated from him and turned me on even more. I love that I was affecting him like this and I wanted more. I wanted to scream his name and have him do the same with mine.

      He lifted me up in the water until I was suddenly on a shallow covered rock. But I wasn’t cold, I was on fire for this man…this dragon shifter. He spread my legs, then his lips crushed mine. Yearning and hungry and lustful all at once. I ran my hands down his chiseled abs, loving the rippling muscle beneath my fingertips. His hips ground against mine, his erection, rubbing back and forth across my clit, making a decadent sensation that blossomed through my sex.

      “I want more.” I grabbed his cock and tugged.

      He panted. “God, Karen, I can’t stop thinking about fucking you.”

      “Then don’t think…do it.” I’d felt like I’d been waiting forever to have Caine fill me, and I couldn’t walk away now. Not for anything or anyone. I was so close to cumming that I could feel it just under the surface.

      He slid his hands under my ass and lifted me onto the tip of his cock. Even that sensation had me climaxing. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. Slowly, he eased into me and I panted, curling my fingers into his shoulders to keep him with me. He pushed in a little and allowed my body to adjust to his size. My sex stretching and throbbing and wanting more all at the same time. When he thrust deeper until his balls hit me, pleasure exploded through me. I cried out his name, clutching his shoulders, my nails digging in deep.

      Between us, he stroked me, and I screamed again as he pumped, hard and deep, filling me like I’d never had before. He didn’t stop, but kept increasing his pace and hardness of his thrust until I threw my head back and screamed until my throat grew raw.

      Still he pumped me harder. He pinched my nipples with one hand, holding my ass with the other. His emerald eyes blazed as my second climax rode the first. I ground my clit onto him, shifting so that I could wrap my legs around his hips. Water splashed around us across the rock. And when I orgasmed again, he shouted when he found his own release.

      The realization that I was with this guy…this dragon for eternity and beyond shook me. He meant more to me than anyone had in my life, and that scared me. I didn’t want anyone else but how could I live with a dragon I barely knew? More, how the hell would I chose eleven more other lovers?
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      Caine laid his forehead against mine. “I'm never gonna let you go, you know that right?”

      “Yes,” I breathed, my body still tingling from our earlier sex marathon. The hot spring bubbled over the rock I sat on.

      “You need food and rest.” He was buried deep inside me and his cock stirred.

      I was deliciously sore. And yet, I wanted more. More of Caine and more of something I couldn't quite explain. A need to be filled front and back and deeper than I ever had been.

      Caine traced my lower lip with his thumb. “It's starting up again, isn't it?”

      “Yes.” The fact I had to take eleven additional lovers. Caine was perfect, I didn’t know if I was ready to give myself to elven others when I was already falling for him. And right now with us clinging to each other, and his dick hardening again, he was all I wanted.

      “You're going into heat again,” he said.

      “So? You’re here… filling me up in all the best ways.” I lifted my pelvis up, his cock almost sliding out of me completely, then slowly eased back down. My breaths quickening.

      Straddling him, he grasped my hips with his hands and guided me up and down his shaft. Over and over, I pounded down on him, getting faster and faster. The ache deep inside me growing until I couldn't stop. Caine roared, his release shooting hot cum into me. But I was trembling with need.

      It wasn't enough, and I shook on the rock despite the heat. “More,” my voice was hoarse and tears flowed down my face from wanting him to be enough and needing sex so bad I couldn't stand up.

      “I'm surprised you lasted this long,” he sighed. “In a few minutes, I'll be ready to go again but that won't be soon enough for you.” He wiped one of my tears away. “It's okay, Luv. Let me help you make it better.”

      I leaned forward, and he eased out of me. A groan burst from my lips at the intensity of being empty.

      “Easy there, Luv.” He picked me up. When he reached the deep end of the circled pool, he set me down into the bubbling hot springs.

      When he turned to leave, I clasped his hand. “Please Caine, I can't take this ache any longer.” It was like I'd emerged from a dessert after days of no water. Where I'd sell my own soul for a drop.

      He cupped my cheek. “I know. But even if we had sex nonstop for days, it wouldn't be enough. And we both will need to eat and sleep eventually. You have to pick more of your court.”

      A sobbed hiccup escaped me. “I-I can't.” The burning hunger in my groin, in all of me, had to be satisfied now. I was desperate, if those eight men were in front of me right now, I'd let them all fuck me. I didn't want to feel this way but the desire was overriding everything else.

      “Stay in the water. Believe it or not, it's easing your symptoms a bit.”

      How was that even possible? I was on fire! My breast were heavy and nipples strained to be touched, pinched, sucked. Under the water my sex throbbed so hard I cringed.

      “Give me a few minutes, I'll be right back.” He sped up the stairs and disappeared.

      Was he going to pick up dragon shifter Viagra? I shifted and moaned as even that slight movement stirred up the lust inside me increased ten times. My hands gripped the rock underneath me and I dug my fingernails into the edge to keep from screaming.

      I counted to a hundred three times before a shout ripped out of my throat. Fuck! How long had Caine been gone?

      Where did he go? What if he left me here and had decided a nymphomaniac girlfriend was too much trouble. If I left now, how long before I met the shifters outside?

      I stood up but my legs shook so bad from my sex cramping, I feel down, sinking under the water. Sputtering, I broke the surface of the water and swam to the side. With my entire body shaking, I climbed out of the hot springs.

      The staircase was only yards away but I whimpered low in my throat as I dragged myself toward it. Halfway between the stairs and water, lust slammed into me so hard I curled in on myself. It felt like a thousand hornets stung my middle and they wouldn't stop. Even my skin hurt like acid was scraping it off my flesh.

      “Shit, she's got it worse than the others had it,” a male voice I didn't recognize said.

      Through my tangled hair I peeked up to find a man as big as a linebacker.

      “Here,” he reached a hand down and I bit my lip.

      What about Caine? But my body sensed a male near me and began to uncoil some. “Caine…” I couldn't get the words out as my gaze fixated on the erection tenting his shorts.

      The man smiled and took off his shirt. His tanned abs drew my attention before it snapped back down to the front of his shorts.

      “It's okay, I'm a friend of Caine's. He brought me to help you and is bringing two others.”

      “B-but I'm supposed to choose my court, not him.” I panted.

      “Name’s Jerry.” He removed the rest of his clothes and his penis pointed straight at me. He was even tanned there too. “Suit yourself if you want to walk outside Caine's protection guarding this place. But I guarantee you'll be raped before you take two steps. Now I can ease your pain or we can take a walk and I'll try to keep as many shifters off you as I can until you pick a few more.”

      My sex pulsed so tight, I yelled. “Make this stop, please. Am I going to have to screw eleven men tonight before I find relief?” I sobbed.

      “No. Get your four pillars, then you have a bit of reprieve for a few days before this starts up again.” He stroked himself and I couldn't stop staring at his girth growing in his hand. “But I'd be honored to be your second. I vow to make you happy and fuck you as much as you want.”

      “How do you know Caine?” Weren’t most dragon shifters loners? “Where are you from?” My conscious said I should know something about this guy.

      He laughed. “Is this an interview? I speak with my body better than words.” He looked my up and down and another wave of sexual desperation hit me.

      “Fuck it, just take me.”

      “At your service, mistress,” he bowed slightly.

      “Lay down,” I whispered.

      He didn't question but laid down on the rocky floor. His penis standing straight up. I crawled over to him, licking a path from his shin to his thigh to his penis. The hint of bear tickled my nose. That had to be his animal. Briefly, I suckled his tip, making him groan. I wanted to have his penis hit the back of my throat while Caine fucked me from behind, but the dragon wasn't here and I had a fire scorching me from inside.

      Lifting myself over him, I sunk down, his penis filling me up. I cried out from the stretch and the hope of having an orgasm and fulfilling my lust.

      He grasped both of my breasts in his hands and kneaded them, tweaking the nipples as I rode him. My thrusts harder as the climax built inside of me. He grunted. But I didn't stop, couldn't.

      His hand moved to stroke my clit and I gasped as my body exploded around him. His hot seed spilling into me.

      “Fuck!” he bellowed.

      I smiled, panting. “Karen, my name's Karen.”

      “You're a sex goddess.” He smiled.

      My legs cramped but not as shaky as before. “A bear shifter?” I stood.

      “Yup.” He rose and sniffed the air. “And you're part Coyote and witch?”

      “Didn't Caine tell you when he picked you up?” God, I almost felt normal. Not like. A pain shot through me. My vagina clenching down hard enough that it felt like my hips were going to shatter.

      “Damn, it's happening again, isn't it?” He rubbed his chin. “You'll have to take more than one lover at a time.”

      I gasped as another aching pain shook me so hard I fell to my knees.

      “Karen!” Caine's voice was full of concern as he pulled me into his arms.

      “Make it stop, please.” I held onto him, unable to catch my breath.

      “I brought Leo and Greg back with me.” Caine rubbed my back. “A lion and a gorilla shifter that I've known a long time and trust. Will you take them?”

      Shifting, I peeked at the two men. One was dark skinned and already naked with a long penis curled slightly toward his abs. He too looked like a football player and I licked my lips. The other guy was blond with a surfer haircut and body. He jerked out a thick, wide cock from his pants.

      “Hell yes, fuck me!” I trembled but held onto Caine. I couldn't stand and didn't think I could sit up either on my own.

      “Here,” Leo held out a hand. “Lay her on top of me. Gregg, you pound that ass.”

      Gregg's dark gaze drank me in, and I shivered. “Thought you'd never ask. That’s okay with you mistress?”

      “Yes,” I panted, taking Leo's hand.

      He laid down and drew me to him. Stretching out over him, he adjusted himself until his pushed up into me. I started to move, needing to fuck, but he held my hips down.

      “Wait for Gregg, then we can bring you ecstasy.”

      I obeyed even though my body screamed to move. To the side, Caine and Jerry watched. Each stroking themselves to be ready for me. That thought had the lust snapping through my veins. “Hurry!” I shouted to Gregg. The desire to have them both filling me consumed me. “Fuck me!”

      Gregg got on his knees behind me and pinched my ass. I wiggled backward to feel his dick. No way could I stop.

      His penis eased into my butt a fraction and an orgasm ripped out of me.

      “Yes! Oh God don't stop.” I pushed back more and Leo in my vagina started pumping. My sex pulsed and dampened.

      Behind me, Gregg thrust in a bit more and the pain and pleasure combined had me reeling.

      I screamed until my throat was raw as they both moved inside me. Deeper and deeper until wave after wave of pleasure broke through. I was stuffed with them both. And each time they both sank into me, another orgasm bloomed.

      Gregg fucked my ass in hard, long strokes. His dark hands moving to my breasts as he pulled on my nipples bringing my climax surging out of me.

      “Shit!” Leo cried as he thrust up and his ejaculation shot up into me.

      Gregg pumped me faster from behind, my clit rubbing against Leo's now relaxed cock.

      I was spent and flopped down while Gregg thrust into my ass three more times before he ejaculated inside me.

      He smacked a hand on my ass. “Better?”

      “Yes, thank—” before I could finish, the heat intensified and I had to have more. Had to have them all at once.
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      “Shit!” Gregg shook his head. “For real? The heat is taking you over again so soon?”

      I clenched my teeth and fists and nodded. My body trembled and throbbed.

      “Here. Let me help some,” Caine said tucking an arm around my hips, lifted me, and tucked me into his side.

      Warm tingles seeped into me from his touch and eased the sexual frustration some.

      “Better?” he asked.

      I could still feel the underlying currents of wanting and needing sex as much as breathing but not to the desperation of a moment ago. “Yes, a bit. Thank you.” And how was he able to help like this? “If you can take the edge off before, why didn't you?”

      “Because we weren't connected before.” He rubbed my lower back and the motion was hypnotic. “And I refused to con you into bonding with me by promising a small reprieve. This sedative, if you will, won't last. And you'll be hornier than before.”

      “Great.” I was totally screwed. At the pun, I should have giggled but didn’t have the strength.

      “We need to get you fed and cleaned up before the next wave of sex.” Caine led me to the stairs.

      Food and a bath sounded divine. Oh, and sleeping for a week straight. My body was worn out from trying to hold back the desire to having so much sex all at once and back. I looked over my shoulder to Gregg, Leo, and Jerry who dressed back in their clothes. My mates, my men who dropped everything, literally, to come and help me out and join my crazy-ass coven. A bond grew between us already despite the fact I really didn’t even know what the hell I was doing. How could I run a harem with four men…much less twelve?

      “Are they coming with us?”

      “Of course, we are the foundation of your court now,” Caine said. “All four of us.”

      We ascended the stairs to a living room carved out of the mountain. Orange and red rock walls surrounded the space. Two huge white plush couches stood in the center. Glass coffee table lined with silver fittings sat in front of the couches. Several teal-colored recliners were sprinkled on either side of the couches with one in front of a painting of a silver dragon in flight that hung from one of the walls.

      Caine moved his hand down to take mine and I followed him to a kitchen. “Sorry, I'm not really a cook, but I can make you a sandwich.”

      “That would be fine.” Damn, even his kitchen looked like something out of a magazine. Silver, top-notch appliances. A glass stove top, and white cabinets with the rock wall as the backsplash.

      “Move aside, Dragon.” Jerry strode forward. “Don't worry, Mistress, I can whip something up for you.” He opened the fridge and pulled out eggs, bacon, and butter.

      “How are you doing?” Leo asked coming up to my left.

      “Good.” I shivered suddenly feeling very self-conscious naked with four sexy men around me. Wait, one was missing. Had he changed his mind and took off? “Where's Gregg?”

      “He's running a bath for you and Caine.” Leo smirked. “No offense but you’re starting to stink.”

      Unable to help myself, I laughed. “I smell like all of you.”

      “Yeah,” Jerry chopped up an onion, “and they all reek.”

      “No, we don't stink…at least I don't.” Caine snorted.

      “What about the rest of you? Don’t you need to get cleaned up as well?”

      “Are you inviting us to an orgy in the bathroom?” Leo waggled his eyebrows. “Cause we were gonna just take showers and give you and Caine some alone time.”

      Jerry made kissy faces.

      “Maybe another time.” I shook my head. “And if the bathtub is big enough.” A bath sounded wonderful but I was starving too. “Do I have time to get cleaned before dinner?” I asked.

      “Yes, food will be ready in half an hour.” Jerry added the onion and a slab of chicken to a smoking pan. The smell made me even hungrier but it would be a while before the food was ready.

      Caine kissed my hand. “Shall we?”

      I nodded. We walked hand in hand past the living room to a large bedroom that mine and my aunt's apartment could fit inside. Crap! I hadn't told her anything about what had happened at the council meeting or afterward. Except for the picture of Caine and the text, I’d sent when I first got into his car. “Where's my cellphone?”

      “Probably lost in the woods somewhere.” Caine guided me past a bed that was larger than three king-size ones put together. “I have a phone in the bathroom you may use.”

      Why has a phone in their—oh my. Her words died as she eyed a bathroom carved of white marble. Even the tub, which looked big enough for Caine to fit in his dragon form, was filling with steamy water and bubbles.

      Gregg winked at me. “Thought you two could use some alone time before we eat.” He licked his lips and stared straight at my naked sex, his deep North African voice giving me delicious chills and I remember his dick shoved into my ass. “And maybe taste some dessert later.”

      My skin heated, and Gregg chuckled, then left with a salute.

      I turned to Caine, his crooked smile making my knees weak. If I was mated to all four of them, then why were they giving Caine special treatment like he was more important than them? “Why are they treating you superior treatment like pouring a bath and giving us time alone?”

      “Every pack, no matter how small, needs an alpha.”

      Usually, the leader of the pack was the strongest one. “So because you’re a drag—”

      “No,” his eyes darkened slightly and I was reminded just how powerful his shifter animal really was. “No, because I was the first one chosen. You could’ve picked a fox shifter and they would be behaving the same.”

      “Understood.” Guess that made sense. Otherwise, there might be constant fighting between all the men as to who was first.

      “After you.” Caine smiled.

      I didn't let go of his hand but climbed into the warm water, Caine following after me. “Where's the phone, I need to call my aunt before she brings the witch brigade to your doorstep.”

      He huffed, the water slashing across his six-pack abs and mesmerizing me. “As if they could find the door.”

      “Don't underestimate my Aunt Jess.” I blinked to take my gaze off his chiseled body. “She gets something in her sights and she never stops.”

      “Fine.” His mouth dipped down into a tiny pout. “The phone is in the panel here.” He pushed an indent on the white marble and a cell mounted inside the wall. “Go ahead. Ask it to dial a number. I'll wash while you talk.” He grabbed the soap.

      The loss of his touch sent my desire spiraling but I quelled it by thinking of how worried Jess would be. I said the phone number out loud and the phone clicked, then her line rang.

      My nerves danced underneath my skin. What would she say? Would she believe me or think I was some sex-crazed person that she never really knew.

      “It'll be okay,” Caine whispered. His soapy hands caressed my back.

      “Hello?” Aunt Jess’ voice cracked.

      “Jess, it's me, Karen.” My heart hammered in my chest like it would break through my breastbone to reach the phone.

      “Oh, my Goddess! Are you okay? I've been calling and texting since I got your message.”

      “I'm fine. Just uh... something's happened.”

      “What? Tell me where you are and I'll come get you. I've got a batch of charms read—”

      “Jess, it's all right. I'm with friends...um new ones...shifters.” Shit, how was I going to explain this to her without revealing too much personal information or the inner workings of shifters that might get both her and me killed if I told?

      “What type of shifters?”

      I bit my lip at Caine who gave me a crooked smile. His emerald eyes still took me getting used to seeing them glow from his dragon power.

      “Karen Marie Martin, answer me!” her voice blared over the phone.

      “Well, I'm kinda dating the guy who I sent you the picture of.” Actually having sex with him and three other guys but I couldn't tell her that.

      “The picture was a bit fuzzy...what kind of shifter is he? His name? Where does he live?”

      Crap! Dragons had a bad reputation, especially among witches. Many spells didn’t work on them and they were considered wild and dangerous. How was I going to explain this to my aunt?

      Caine moved his hands to my arms and his soapy strokes were distracting me.

      “Um...he's a dragon shifter.”

      The line on her end banged against something like she’d dropped the phone. Then she cleared her throat. “Sorry, did you say dragon? Karen, do you know what you're getting yourself into? They are tricksters and will tell and do anything to steal your magic and soul.”

      Behind me, Caine stiffened.

      Unease slammed into me, but I forced it back. Caine could've harmed me, then he would have by now. Instead, he'd risked his life to help me, and I remember the conviction in his eyes before we made love for the first time. It was genuine, not contrived. It couldn't have been.

      I swallowed the lump forming in my throat and took his hand. “The same could be said of coyote shifters.”

      Caine kissed my shoulder making water slush around us.

      “Yes but your father fulfilled that belief.”

      Anger snapped through my veins and my skin heated. “And so am I.”

      “Karen, I meant no disrespect but you're only half Coyote and—”

      “It's okay.” I looked down at the bubbles floating in the bath. The warm water had cooled and I shivered. “Listen, I'll call you later. I've got to finish the assignment from the shifter council. Wish I could tell you more but it's only for our kind.” Mostly the truth but I hated lying to her.

      “Well, I'm glad you called. I'll give you a dragon charm to protect you when you get back home.”

      Thanks, Aunt Jess.” I clicked the end button and frowned. When would I ever go home again? Even with four out of the twelve of my coven picked, Caine had said that the sexual hunger would return soon. Together, we could keep it at bay with lots of sex and ménage but how long would that last? A week? Days?
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      Washed, I wore one of Caine's silk robes. The material caressed my skin and hung down to my shins but made me feel sexy as I remained naked underneath. I sat at the kitchen bar beside Caine who stared at a spicy chicken pasta dish steaming in front of me, then back to his. It smelled divine and my mouth watered.

      “Eat up.” Jerry nodded leaning across the counter toward me.

      Despite my phone call to my aunt and her worries, I was starving. In seconds, I devoured my plate.

      Jerry chuckled and added more to my plate. Beside me, Caine barely touched his food, but he kept his hand on my thigh. His touch warmed me and kept the lust-filled desperation at bay...at least for the moment. But I was so glad to have the reprieve of not having to have sex and enjoy my meal. Further, I wanted to get to know these four men. We would be together until I died. What if I didn’t live up to their expectations? What if I wasn’t suitable for them and they wasted their lives with me?

      I really wanted to get to know them more since I knew little about them despite having sex with them all. For this to work, I wanted a connection, a relationship with each of them. First, I had to find out more.

      “How did you all meet?” I asked, then stuffed a bite of pasta into my mouth.

      Gregg crackled his knuckles. “Witches had locked me in my gorilla form and hunted me. I couldn't transform back.”

      The pasta in my mouth suddenly lost all flavor. It wasn't a secret that the shifters and magical communities didn't mesh but what he described was forbidden. “Why? I mean not sure that there would ever be a reason to do that.” The words spilled out of me. Did he know I was half-witch? I choked on my food.

      “He knows your heritage.” Caine gently squeezed my thigh.

      I took a sip of wine that Leo handed me.

      “My sister had fallen in love with another witch,” Gregg continued. “When her family found out, they turned us all into our gorilla forms and killed us one by one.” His dark eyes saddened. “I was the only one left. I tried to protect my family but they were slaughtered. I was near death when Caine found me.” Gregg gave him a nod. “He broke the spell over me and blasted those witches to ash.”

      I squirmed on the bar stool. “Why didn't you take the issue to the high councils? Both magical and shifter?” That was the legal course. What Gregg said had happened was vigilantly at best.

      Caine sighed. “We did. After the fact but when a dozen witches are aiming a death spell, it's best to cut the bullshit legislation with a blowtorch. We were pardoned at both hearings.”

      “Oh.” My cheeks heated. “So sorry for your loss.” Why was he even with me then?

      “Can't change the past. I've learned to forgive myself and the others a long time ago.” Gregg reached for my hand and kissed the knuckles. “I am honored to be part of your court. And I hope with your dual heritage, you'll make changes for the better for all.”

      My voice caught in my throat but I gave him a smile and squeezed his hand. For a moment, it felt like he and I were the only ones in the room and my heart skipped a beat. This dark and handsome man was one of my lovers and I was the luckiest girl in the world.

      Gregg released my hand and stacked the dirty pans into the sink.

      “It was in the middle of the ocean that Caine saved my life.” Jerry sat down on the other side of me and where his body brushed against mine gave me goosebumps.

      How long would it take to find and kiss the freckles on his body?

      “The fishing boat I worked on started taking in water. Men knew I was a bear shifter and knocked me out. Guess they blamed me for the bad luck...we hadn't caught as many fish once I'd joined the crew that year. Or maybe they thought I'd turn on them if hungry enough and didn't want the added risk.” He shrugged and his reddish-brown hair brushed his shoulders.

      “That’s horrible,” I huffed and hooked my arm through his. Humans were suspicious of both the magical community and shifters. To them, anyone who could transform into an animal was dangerous. And magic, that was a whole other bad juju.

      “Whatever the reason, I woke to an empty ocean and a plank to hold onto. Was out there three days and often thought about giving up. I wasn't a strong swimmer with land nowhere in sight.”

      Gregg took my empty plate and I leaned against Caine's chest, my back instantly warmed and he slipped his arms around me.

      “How did Caine rescue you then? Did he know you were lost?”

      “I worked with the shifter coast guard then.” Caine's breath tickled the top of my hair. “One of the humans onboard Jerry's boat got a conscious and he told us the next day about what happened. Took me two whole days to find him and afterward, he was in the hospital for weeks from dehydration and his shark bite.”

      “Wait,” I leaned forward, “What happened?” I hadn't noticed a scar earlier in the hot springs but then again, I'd been busy having sex.

      He flashed his thigh at me and I ran my hand down his thigh. Instantly, my lust and desire spiked. Holding onto me, Caine must have felt it too because he tightened his arms around me.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and swallowed a few times before opening them.

      “Sorry. I'm okay.”

      All three other guys froze and stared at me. Great. Time to change the subject. “And Leo? How did you meet Caine?”

      The surfer flipped his blond hair out of his eyes but his brow was pinched. “My sister was engaged to Caine.”

      I jerked to turn sideways to see the dragon shifter’s reaction. Instead of easing my fears, he cleared his throat.

      “It was a long time ago. We've both moved on,” Caine said.

      That's not what it sounded like to me. “Oh?”

      “Yeah, my sister broke up with him the night before the wedding.” Leo shook his head. “Found out she'd lied to Caine. Told him she was saving herself for after the wedding when in fact, she'd bonked all the groomsmen the month before and I smelled her pregnancy. As her older brother, I took offense and thought Caine had taken advantage of her. I challenged him to a shifter dual.”

      “Damn!” A shifter dual was both parties fighting as their animal. Leo as a lion shifter would've been a fierce opponent to many but against a dragon? Caine wouldn't have stood a chance.

      “Right.” Leo winked. “Stupid dragon only blocked my attacks. He had every right to put me down...kill me and no one would blink...but he didn't. Once I got all my anger out, he let me check his blood for truth. I saw for myself that Caine never fucked my sister.”

      “And what about her?” I traced the lines of Caine's hands resting on my stomach. “Did she try to stop the fight?”

      “Nah,” Leo said. “She never even came to witness. Her thoughts were Caine wouldn't attack me and if I killed him, then as his fiancée, she'd get his fortune. Instead, I gained a blood brother.”

      “Now it's your turn, sweetheart,” Jerry wiped his hands. Tell us how you two met.”

      [image: ]

      I spent the next hour explaining the council and thirteenth zodiac sign and the shifters that chased us here and nearly killed us.

      Gregg whistled. “And I thought my story was the best one. Girl, you had it bad.”

      “It's not over yet.” Caine shifted on the bar stool, his arms slipping from me.

      I gasped as wave after wave of lust crashed over me. Drowning, I reached for him. But even putting a hand on him and one on Jerry wasn't enough.

      “Oh goddess, it's starting again.” My body trembled with need.

      “Good thing you have us then.” Leo pulled my stool out, then parted my legs, and knelt before me.

      I panted, my hands clutching the stool to keep my balance.

      Caine rubbed my breasts from behind. The silk fabric of the robe fell open. I moaned as Jerry stood on my left and kissed me. He swept his tongue inside my mouth, sucking lightly on mine.

      Meanwhile, Leo licked my clit, and I squirmed at the intimacy racing through me. My desire shooting up the chart to triple digits. Gregg’s dark hand held mine, then guided my palm to his cock. I gripped his penis and stroked him up and down, his girth and length increasing.

      So many sensations of mouths and hands on me that I fell in a sea of passion that pushed me to ecstasy. Every sexual nerve in my body was on fire. And still, Leo lapped up my juices. My nipples pebbled under Caine's fingers while I hand-pumped Gregg and Jerry kissed me so passionately that he stole my breath.

      “May I, mistress?” Leo asked, taking off his pants.

      I nodded a second before Jerry claimed my mouth again.

      A second later, Leo rose and pulled out his cock. He plunged inside me, filling me and rocked his hips against mine. Caine stayed behind me, supporting my back. I wrapped my legs around Leo to feel him deeper inside me. Jerry moved from my mouth to my right breast and sucked. I groaned and desire spiked through me.

      As if the guys had coordinated this from the beginning, Caine nuzzled my neck just below my ear, my eyes unfocused in my lust-filled haze. Gregg suckled my left breast while my hand moved up and down on him.

      My orgasm sparked as Leo thrust harder and deeper into me. Wave after wave of pleasure overtook me.

      When Leo climaxed and pulled out, I cried out from the loss.

      “Don't fear,” Gregg said and took Leo's place. “Let me make you all better.” He shoved inside me and I trembled with need.

      Leo took his place at my breast.

      “God, you feel even better here than your ass,” Gregg's North African accent made me cum again.

      “I want a piece of that ass.” Jerry pouted.

      “Yes, please,” I breathed out.

      Gregg moved out of me and my body sagged from the loss. “Only a moment.”

      Caine and Gregg lifted me from the stool cause honestly, I didn't think I could walk.

      They carried me to the couch where Gregg stretched out all six foot four of his luscious dark body amazingly keeping his dick inside me.

      Behind me, Caine moved to the side while Jerry opened a bottle of lube he got from somewhere and drowned his cock with it.

      Anticipation barreled through me as Jerry lined up behind me. He slid into me and pumped in unison with Gregg. Both filling me and making me lose myself.

      “Fuck!” I screamed.

      Both grunted and spilled their seed into me. When they shifted fully out of me, I wanted more.

      “My turn,” Caine's growl sent chills through me.

      I laid on the couch, after letting Jerry and Gregg move out of the way. Caine laid over me. His teeth grazing my neck, and I mewled. He shoved his cock into me. I gasped as he moved nearly out completely before sliding all the way back in again. The delicious torture drove me toward another orgasm. I couldn't stop it if I tried.

      My breaths panted and I trembled underneath him. He moved harder. Faster. Until I exploded.

      “Say my name,” he whispered in my ear. “Let them know I am yours and you are mine.”

      At his words, another orgasm tore through me. “Caine!”

      Inside my soul, something clicked in place. And I knew that no matter how many lovers I had to take, these four would be my foundation.

      Seconds later, Caine shouted his release.

      Spent, I moved so that Caine and I laid side by side on the couch. Gregg was in one of the recliners, naked but sleeping. Jerry had crashed on the floor. His jagged shark scar on his thigh made him look more rugged than when I first met him.

      Leo was curled up like a big cat on the other end of the sofa with his surfer-blond hair hanging over his eyes as he slept. If he were closer, I'd brush it out of his eyes.

      Behind me, Caine rumbled and drew me closer.

      These four men belonged to me and I, them. A week ago, I couldn't have imagined my life like this. And now, I couldn't think of being without them. Each was unique and I couldn't wait to get to know them better.

      When the elder had first told me that I was going to have a harem of twelve men, I balked. What could I possibly do with that many men?

      Hearing their tales of how they'd been mistreated only endeared me to them more. I wanted to help them...all the shifters. Remove the prejudice of humans and witches and even others outside of each of their clans. For once, I was excited about the future and the potential to help others. To make a difference in my world besides the occasional healing or hex removal spells.

      But we had to find the rest of my court first.
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      I awoke satisfied but sore all over. Groaning, I pried myself from the couch and Caine's arms. For now, my desire was in check, but how long would it last? It was freeing to not be consumed with having to have sex for a moment though.

      My steps grew heavy as I dragged myself to the bathroom. After a shower, I felt better and tucked the towel around me. I was going to have to get my clothes from Aunt Jess’ place soon. As much as I wanted to, I couldn't walk around Caine's house in a towel or a silk robe all the time. Besides, how could I convince other witches and then the shifter community to accept each other if I didn’t have anything to wear?

      I chuckled at the thought of appearing before both high councils naked. A spike of lust shot through me and I closed my eyes, forcing down the passion raging just below the surface. After a few seconds, the sensation calmed somewhat. Goddess, I couldn’t have sex twenty-four/seven. I had to have rest and food and I wanted to develop deeper relationships with these men.

      I hadn’t even gotten a chance to explore Caine’s huge house yet. I'd only seen the hot springs, kitchen, living room, master bedroom and bath of Caine's lair but there were dozens of other rooms and hallways I hadn't explored. But from what I had seen, this home could accommodate twelve shifters plus me easily. Wasn't like I could fit them into my tiny bedroom Aunt Jess’ apartment.

      For now, I guess we could all stay here if Caine was okay with that. But eventually, I’d like to have a home for us closer to town. Climbing up this blasted mountain every time I wanted to go out didn’t sound appealing at all.

      At the image of Caine and the others crowded on my single bed, I giggled.

      The scent of waffles and bacon had me drifting into the kitchen. My stomach rumbled.

      Jerry was pouring batter into a waffle iron. His red hair was damp like he'd had a shower and it stuck up in places. Leo was still asleep on the couch all curled up. In the distance, water ran like someone else was taking a shower.

      I slid onto the bar stool and smiled. “Smells delicious.”

      “Good. I aim to please you in more than just sex,” his slight Scottish brogue making me tingly inside.

      I glanced back at the couch again hunting for Caine. He wasn't in the master bath or bedroom or I'd have bumped into him. Was he in the shower I heard running?

      Gregg, the gorilla shifter was missing too.

      “Where are the others?” I asked.

      Jerry flipped the bacon over and my mouth watered. I could get used to having a guy cook for me all the time. Usually, my breakfast consisted of a bowl of cereal or a protein bar.

      “Gregg's in the shower,” Jerry answered. “And Caine went into town for supplies.”

      “How far is that?” It had taken us a while to get here.

      “He's in his dragon form.” Jerry nodded, putting the bacon onto a paper towel-lined plate. “My guess is he’ll be back after breakfast and the dishes are cleaned. Caine hates doing them.” Jerry winked. “So if you want him to do anything for you, use washing dishes to win.”

      I grinned. “Thanks for the tip. And what's your weakness?”

      “No lassie, I won't be giving away my secrets.” He plated a steaming waffle and two sides of bacon for me.

      After I doused the waffle with syrup, I ate until I was full. “That was the best. Thank you.’

      Jerry blushed the splatter of freckles across his face disappearing. He finished off four waffles and a quarter of the bacon.

      Sure hoped Caine was rich as I thought because food for all of us was going to be expensive.

      Leo plopped down beside me. “I can't sleep with all this amazing food filling every breath.”

      “Sit here,” I leaped off the stool and added a stack of pancakes and bacon to a plate and laid it on the bar in front of him. “Compliments of Jerry. Eat up.”

      Gregg emerged from one of the back hallways, naked. His teeth shiny and white against his dark skin. “Man, I am starving.’

      I made him a plate while Jerry scrubbed the greasy bacon pan in the sink.

      Both Leo and Gregg scarfed down the food in no time.

      “What about Caine?” I asked as only one slice of bacon was left.

      “He eats while he's out.” Gregg shrugged. “It's rare that I've ever seen him eat human food.”

      “Wait. Do you mean to tell me that he eats...like a dragon would? Goats or cows or something?”

      “It's the only way to keep his dragon side strong.” Jerry rubbed the red stubble on his chin. “Once every other day is enough to sustain him.”

      I balked but I also didn't want Caine weak. The witches weren't going to just agree to the better treatment of shifters and humans would attack if they felt threatened.

      So what if Caine hunted and ate live prey? Wasn't like I was any better. I wasn't a vegan or anything.

      “You look tense.” Gregg stood at my back and his warm fingers massaged my shoulders, easing the tension out of me.

      “God, you've got magic hands,” I mumbled as he worked.

      Once I was relaxed and all the knots out of my muscles eased, I sat on the couch, my towel draped over me. Leo was in the shower while Jerry had left for the grocery store to grab fixings for steaks and baked potatoes for dinner as well as food for all of us for the rest of the week.

      “Miss me?” Caine asked coming up the stairs with tons of clothing bags in his arms.

      I shot off the couch, my towel falling to the side, as I crashed into him. It felt like he'd been gone for days, not a few hours.

      His bags fell to the floor as he wrapped his arms over me and kissed me. Around me, the world vanished. It was only his warm mouth on mine.

      When we finally pulled apart, he was as breathless as me.

      “Guess the answer to my question is yes?” He grinned.

      “Fuck yes, I missed you.” I tapped his shoulder then glanced down at the dozens of shopping bags with clothes spilling out of the top. All from name brand department stores. “Um...are you a clothes horse or something?”

      “Not for me. These are for you and the others.”

      His thoughtful gesture had me on my tippy toes and kissing his nose.

      “Thank you.”

      “Yeah, thanks, man.” Gregg patted his shoulder and Leo gave him a salute.

      I rummaged through the bags and dressed in a mini skirt and tank top. Underwear and everything else would have to be washed but for now, I had clothes.

      “Thought I heard Caine.” Leo marched into the living room. His blond hair still wet from his shower and trails of water dribbled down his cut abs. “Awesome. Clothes.”

      Leo yanked on a pair of sweatpants. Following his lead, Gregg donned a pair of yellow shorts. Hmmm…part of me liked having them naked…us all naked.

      Damn, the desire was stirring again. I pushed down the craving because once we got started again, I didn’t think I could stop.

      “How long before Karen needs sex again?” Leo asked looking me up and down. “She's damn sexy hot in that skirt and top.”

      “How are you feeling?” Caine asked.

      “I'm good. A little self-conscious but okay.” I lied. Really, I didn’t need sex all the time, right?

      His shoulders eased some. “Good. Hopefully having us around will buy you some time.”

      Would the next bunch fill me as well as these four? In the short time together, I felt like I belonged. Like I had a family and was content. Four gorgeous that would do anything for me and I would the same for them.

      “Caine,” I asked, “I love your place but it’s so…stony. Could we install some windows like the kind no one can see in from the outside?”

      He clapped his hands and around the living room and kitchen, the stone surfaces reflected the outside of the mountain like glass.

      “Whoa!” I crept up to the closest one besides one of the recliners. It felt like stone to the touch. “What is this?”

      “Dragonglass. It’s still the stone from the mountain except imbued with magic that allows us to view without anyone looking in.” Caine sat on the couch and I plopped beside him.

      “You’ll have to teach me that trick sometime,” I said. What else could Caine do that I wasn’t aware of?

      “Anytime, beautiful.” He tucked me to his side.

      Leo, Jerry, and Gregg snatched up the bags and disappeared. I moved to get up and help them with the clothes, but Caine kept me by his side. Inhaling my hair, he sighed. “I’ve not had you to myself forever it seems.”

      “Now that you do, what are you planning on doing?” My pulse sped up. “But neither have the others.”

      “They can join us later. For now, let me show you little coyote-witch, I’ll give you a night you’ll never forget.”

      And I couldn’t wait as I straddled him and kissed him. My dragon, gorilla, lion, and bear rode me all night long until we collapsed into Caine’s bed a twist of arms and legs. Their presence comforted me. Later, we’d sort out the other eight men, but for now, we were bonding and I never wanted to stop.
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      Hunted – Sneak Peek

      

      “Good afternoon. I’m Mr. Westin.” The man’s deep voice resonated with authority. He stood in front of her chair, holding out his hand and had an easy smile that relaxed and entranced her—all at the same time.

      His dark hair was wavy and ended just above his ears, his eyes the deepest shade of blue she’d ever seen. Or maybe they were contacts. She guessed he was in his mid-thirties and when his smile widened, the fluorescent lighting overhead reflected off his white teeth. Did he bleach his teeth every day to get them that white?

      “You are Miss Snider?” His grin faltering around the edges.

      “Um—yes. That’s me.” She placed her hand in his, shaking it, and stood. “Lydia, please.”

      “Lydia.” He said her name like it was a precious jewel and gave her goose bumps all over her body. “Thank you for coming. I’m looking forward to our interview.” He led her past the receptionist desk and down a corridor.

      As she weaved through the maze of desks and half walls, she glanced around to get a sense of the office. The muted peal of ringing telephones and a dozen humming conversations filled the air. The sage green carpet under her feet was thick and springy. Walking past cubicles furnished with leather executive chairs and dark wooden desks, she admired the coordinating accessories weaved in a wine-red and dark emerald color scheme. The sounds of people talking and typing fading behind them.

      His hand on her lower back brought tingles through her. Immediately, she debated pulling away from his touch but hesitated. The action would seem rude and might offend him. Besides, she was over analyzing things and he probably didn’t even realize. Besides, she needed this job, and she had to a make a good impression.

      Pausing at an elevator bank, he scanned her with his blue gaze from head to toe, lingering on her lips, her breasts, and finally her pelvis before meeting her eyes.

      Half of her was uncomfortable at his forwardness, the other half was excited. Her heart raced. Last semester she’d ended her relationship with Barry after finding him naked with his bio partner and she’d not had time to date since. It was thrilling to have an older man’s approving look. And Mr. Westin appeared to be in his early thirties but handsome in a male actor kind of way rather than young like the boys on campus.

      No, Mr. Westin was probably judging the suitability of her attire. Sure, her gray skirt was above her knees and a little tight, but it was borrowed. Her blouse was loose and didn’t cling to her boobs like most tops did and gave off just the hint of her cleavage. For a college student with negative funds, she guessed she appeared as businesslike as she could for this posh office.

      The elevator dinged open and Mr. Wilson gestured her inside. After his pushed the top floor button and scanned his ID card, he placed his hand on the small of her back again. Unaccustomed to be touched in an elevator with a near stranger, she stiffened.

      “Sorry.” He dropped his hand away. “The elevator lurches at the top floor, and I didn’t want you startled or losing your balance.”

      A few flights later, the elevator jerked and Lydia grasped the rail beside her. Well, at least she knew now that he was telling the truth and it wasn’t a come-on. What would she do if he was flirting with her? The thought made her hands sweaty and she wiped them down the sides of her skirt.

      “This way.” He led her down a dark hallway.

      Where was he taking her? It was quiet, only her heels clicking down the ceramic tile echoed around them. His steps were silent. A feeling of unease raced through her. The urge to bolt and never return zipped through her. But she had bills to pay. Surely she could get through this interview, land the job, then she’d be on the ground floor with all the other cubical workers.

      At the end of the hallway, was a set of doors, he punched in a numeric code, then placed his hand on a scanner. The device beeped and the door swung open.

      Peering around him as he entered, Lydia breathed out a shaky sigh. The hallway was well lit and decorated with cream walls and paintings.

      “Are you thirsty?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at her.

      Why was it every stare he gave her made her think he was imaging her naked?

      Suddenly her throat was very dry. “Um…yes, thank you.”

      “There’s a break room to our left, help yourself.” He paused at the entrance. “We’ve got water, tea, coffee, soda.”

      “Just water’s fine.” She stepped into the space and an overhead light flicked on. This room appeared more like a playboy’s living room. There was an enormous plasma TV on the wall, a huge leather couch in front of it. Beige carpet that begged to have toes wiggled through it and a full kitchen and dining room set. It looked like someone had plucked out the entire place from a magazine.

      “In the fridge.” He pointed with his chin.

      “Do you want anything?” she asked feeling awkward that he wasn’t coming past the doorframe.

      “No, I’m fine.” The muscle in his jaw twitched like he was clenching his teeth. Nah, probably the lighting.

      She grabbed a water bottle from the fridge, then met him back in the hallway.

      “The conference room is just down the hall.” He kept walking, but this time didn’t move to touch her. Instead, his hands were clenched by his sides. Was he restraining himself? Did he find her attractive and was battling the desire to kiss her?

      Warmth from her thoughts pooled in her belly. Quickly, she unscrewed her water and took a big gulp. In her haste, water splashed out, spilling on her white blouse. “Damn!”

      “What is it?” He spun so fast that for a moment, it seemed like his body blurred.

      “Nothing. Sorry.” She wiped at her blouse with her free hand. “Just spilled on myself.”

      Before she glanced up, she felt the heat of his gaze on her. Her breath caught in her throat. All of her body leaned toward his, just a breath away from her. The scent of his cologne tangy and spicy tickled her nostrils and made her want to inhale him in. Rub her hands over his flat stomach and up his muscular legs.

      “Let me explain what our needs are.” He adjusted his tie as though restraining from ripping the thing off.

      Needs? Oh yes, she had plenty and they were growing hotter by the moment.

      He stepped backward, the space between them rushing over her. “Miss Snider?”

      Blinking, she frowned. “Sorry, you were saying?” Her wet blouse clung to one boob and instead of feeling appalled, she capped the lid on her water bottle before she poured the whole thing on her shirt and demand Mr. Westin ravage her. God, what was wrong with her? She needed a job, not a fuck-fest. Oh, but he’d no doubt be thrilling in bed. Even his little innocent touches were already clouding her mind and filling it with images of them having sex.

      “Nick and I have elite clients that are used to…certain privileges.” He had a hint of a foreign accent over the last word and she wondered where he was from. “We send out a special email to those select clients weekly. That’s where this open position comes in.”

      “Okay.” It was hard to concentrate.

      Stepping in front of a door at the end of the hallway, they stood together. Then he leaned around her to open the door, pressing his chest against her back. The heavy scent of his cologne made her lightheaded and his physical closeness made her uneasy, so she moved away from the contact.

      “Here we are.”

      Good. His voice sounded natural, with no hint of reaction to her movement. 

      “I’d like to introduce you to my colleague, Nick Smith.”

      The guy Mr. Westin introduced her to a man who resembled a golden Viking stuffed in jeans, cowboy boots, and a fitted polo shirt that showed off his muscles.

      In confusion, she used a robotic move, extended a hand toward the new man. His hand warm and sent a pleasurable sensation up her arm. The woman who handled her interview arrangements made no mention the duties she would perform for more than one boss.

      “Hi. I-I’m Lydia…Lydia Snider.”

      “Nice to meet you, Lydia.” Nick smiled and she felt her temperature rise about a thousand degrees. When he finally released her hand, she felt a bit woozy.

      “Please have a seat. My partner Nick and I will evaluate you and your ability to fit into our group.”
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