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With the death curse nearing its promise, I have only one hope of defeating Magda and saving everyone I love — mating with my twelve shifters and taking my place as the thirteenth Zodiac. As the curse grows stronger by the day, my magic, unpredictable as it is, is affected even more and I'm running out of time... and allies.

The evil Magda has half of my court, my aunt, and possibly my father if he's even still alive after all this time. And she has my very life in her treacherous hands. But I can't let her win. I've come too far, lost too much, and lived too little. I won't give up or give in.

I need to find my four remaining lovers to complete the Zodiac before everyone I love pays with their lives and shifters everywhere go insane.

But everything has a price. Losing even one of my men is not an option. I've put too many at risk.

It's time I take the battle to Magda and get back all those she stole from me. I just don't know if I'm strong enough to survive this or what happens to the world if I fail…
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Chapter 1











D
 awn didn’t lessen the pain from the night before. I laid in bed an extra few seconds, drawing on the warmth of Minh on my right and Brice softly snoring on my left. Caine, my dragon shifter, had dragged the recliner into my old bedroom as there wasn’t enough space for all of us on the bed.

His head was at an odd angle and his dark hair stood up in spikes reminding me of his dragon form. He stirred in his sleep as though sensing I watched him.

I was still miffed he’d held me back from attacking Magda, but the logical side of my brain was slowly outweighing my emotional side that wanted to stay pissed off. He’d been right doing what he’d done to protect me, but it didn’t mean I had to let him off the hook immediately.

Easing out of bed, I untangled myself from the blankets. The guys were still asleep. I ought to smile about them being here, except there should be a lot more of them. Eight men, but after fighting Magda, the previous thirteenth zodiac, there were only three remaining. My heart longed for my missing men. Was Magda hurting them? And we hadn’t gotten my aunt back either. I swallowed down the bile burning the back of my throat.

Everything was a fucking mess, and it was my fault. I’d raced into danger to save Caine and Jerry from her clutches. Now we’d lost Ben, Jerry, Leo, Gregg, and Alessandro. I stifled down a cry and padded to my aunt’s bathroom. I slammed my hands on either side of the sink. My dark hair hung limp against my pale face. Black and purple bruises dotted my flesh from our last encounter with Magda. Dark circles lined my gray eyes. I looked like I was trying to become a zombie more than a rescuer.

I should have waited. Demanded Magda give me time so I could gather the remaining four men of my court before I challenged her. But I had a fucking death spell sealed on my back. Didn’t think waiting would have helped. Now I had no choice. I had to find four more shifters. The image of me interviewing with my hair in a bun and glasses on the end of my nose made me giggle. Guess I was more tired than I thought.

Each day that passed meant another chance for Magda’s curse on me to work. How long before Caine, Minh, or Brice fall victim and try to kill me like the others?

I shivered and turned on the hot water for a bath. The sound of the water pouring into the antique clawfoot tub soothed me with the promise of temporary relief. Then I took off my copper and silver charm bracelet and laid it beside the sink. It was the only way I could use my magic.

Each charm provided a focal point because 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. And most of my charms I’d gotten here at Aunt Jess’ house.

She had discovered I could harness my power using them. Otherwise, I’d be a super-weak witch. With a cloud charm I could conjure a mini-tornado and thunderstorm, but without it, I might get lucky to have a sprinkle for three minutes.

I was also a half-shifter. Coyote. All I got from my dad’s genes was slightly better than human hearing and smell. I couldn’t even shift. Well, except one time I nearly had while trying to break into the vaults that held information about my dad. But that had been a disaster and I still wasn’t closer to finding him than I had been.

In the mirror, I checked the markings on my back. Even though they were part of the death spell Magda had placed on me, I liked seeing my men’s shifter animals on me. A dragon between my shoulder blades. To the left a gorilla for Gregg and the right a grizzly representing Jerry with a lion for Leo. Underneath those images was a wolf, horse, merman, and an eagle. Though Ben, the eagle shifter could also transform into a griffin: half-eagle/half-lion. I really liked the idea of getting a tattoo of his second animal shifter beside this one.

Who would be the additional four?

The bath was filled and I climbed into the warm water, letting the heat soothe me.

A few moments later, a tap sounded on the door.

“Yes?” I asked not bothering to sit up. It was only me and the guys here.

Minh poked his head in, his dark eyes lighting up. “Asa no hizashi.”

“What does that mean?” I smiled.

“Good morning, sunshine,” he purred in his thick Asian accent, striding into the bathroom and closing the door behind him.

He wasn’t wearing anything, and I licked my lips at the smooth skin all over his body. I wondered if that was because he was a merman or rather Matsyāṅganā who could appear as several water animals in addition to the half-man/half-fish.

I was growing warm and aware I was naked in the bath with a fully unclothed stud in front of me. Minh traced the movement of my tongue with his lustful gaze, making heat pool between my thighs. I grasped the edge of the tub, trying to control my erratic breaths as he started to stroke himself.

“How’s the water?” he asked in a husky voice that sent shivers down my spine. I’d always had a crush on Bruce Lee and Jet Li growing up and Minh looked like their hotter brother.

“It’s fine.” My voice stuck in my throat.

“Smells like it’s burning up from here.” He knelt beside the tub and trailed a hand through the water, grazing my leg. “Mind if I join you?”

“Sure.” I swallowed. I’d been with Minh before but it wasn’t one-on-one like this. The intimacy made me feel like this was our first time. “There’s not much room though.”

“Scoot back a bit so you’re sitting up.” He climbed in between my legs, spreading them wide so they hung over the edges of the bath to give us more room but it was still a snug fit even with his upper half out of the tub. There was a hunger in his gaze, tightening everything deep inside me.

I’d thought he would lean over and kiss me, but he placed feathery kisses down my thigh instead. His hands trailed lightly over my knees.

I watched, breath caught in my chest, as he ducked his head under the water. A shiver of pleasure surged through me when his tongue flicked across my folds. I bit my lip moaning as he stroked and sucked me. When he added his fingers to what his mouth and tongue were doing, he set me afire and raw need coursed through me. I grasped his head in my hands and rolled my pelvis forward.

Briefly, I worried about him breathing underwater, but he was a water shifter and mage. I trusted he’d be okay as a shudder vibrated through my core.


Holy shit!
 My body buzzed. My legs trembled. I rocked forward, pressing my sex to his mouth, his tongue thrusting and licking. I needed more. I needed him to lavish the spot that made tingles spread through my body. I mewed as pleasure bloomed inside of me.

I was on the edge of climax when he popped his head up to look at me with desire burning in his eyes.

“You taste divine. I could do this all day.” He gave me a sultry look, burning me up inside. “Bet you taste even better out of the water.”

I grasped his arm. Not like the idea didn’t appeal to me but I wanted him inside me. “I want you.”

The smile on his face undid me. Carefully, he entered the tub, crouched over me. He eased back onto his knees, at just the right angle to barely slide his cock between my folds, waiting until I was wetter. My impatience took over me and I lifted my hips causing him to plunge inside me. A groan vibrated through his chest, making me even hotter. He leaned forward, kissing me as water sloshed around us.

His thick, hard, cock buried deeper inside me with each pump. My breathing turned to pants. I was so close to falling into an orgasm. I gripped his arms, holding on as he thrust into me, bringing me closer to ecstasy.

He pulled back from our kiss long enough to glide his hand between us so he could lavish attention on my clit, stroking it as his pace picked up.

My orgasm exploded through me.

“Minh,” I let out a hoarse whisper as I broke apart. My blood roared through me, pleasure an aurora that shimmered throughout my limbs. I hovered there in that place of pure pleasure, deaf, blind, fulfilled for an eternity before the world rushed back. Minh’s attention left me boneless and almost complete. Seconds later, his body tensed, and he shuddered. Still inside me, he moved slightly. Our breathing slowly returned to normal. He groaned as he moved, his cock easing out of me. The water around us was suddenly freezing but most of it was on the floor around the tub.

“Let me heat your water and clean up the floor.” He pushed back with a goofy smile on his face that made my heart quicken.

I didn’t want to move, but I tucked my legs back inside the tub, shivering when he stepped out. He flipped on the hot water, the steam wafting from the surface.

“Be right back, take your time,” he said from the door. “I’m going to see about rounding up some breakfast for everyone.”

“Awesome.” I turned off the tap, then sank lower letting the warmth of the water heat me up. A few minutes to relax and push aside all the shit in my life sounded divine. Soon enough I’d have to face reality and figure out how to get my men and my aunt back. We needed to find my remaining four shifters to complete the circle. How though?

I closed my eyes, soaking. A shadow hovered over me. It was probably Brice or Caine. Suddenly, strong hands grasped my arms, shoving me down into the water.

My eyes snapped open. A shadowy figure with red eyes loomed on top of me. I kicked and jerked as my lungs screamed for air. I couldn’t free myself. My body convulsed. The fiend’s grip was like iron. Fuck! This had to be Magda’s doing.

Air.

I needed to breathe. My silver charm bracelet was too far away. I’d left it on the sink and couldn’t summon my powers without it.

I had to breathe.

I couldn’t stop myself. An inhale sent water flooding into my lungs. Pain cleaved me from my throat down to the end of my sternum. My lungs convulsed, collapsing.

My struggles stopped, lethargy taking over as life-giving oxygen left my bloodstream.



I was dying. Blackness pressed along the edges of my vision, tunneling until only the creature’s glowing eyes remained.
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Chapter 2











A
 jolt of pain hit my back as the creature held me under the bathwater. My throat spasmed, closing up as my lungs burned for air. No, no, no!
 I didn’t want to die. I gritted my teeth, pushing hard against the monster. I sure as hell wasn’t going to let Magda win. My men would forever be her slaves. Not happening.

I reached for my wrist instinctually for my charms. Fuck! I didn’t have them with me. I was going to die naked in a bathtub from this goddamn, fucking monster. I thrashed and fought, refusing to die. Not fucking like this. Not to ever see my men again. Emotions flared in my chest, and I wrestled wildly.

I shoved against the monster with all my strength. Yet it wasn’t enough to break free. The creature held me down to the bottom of the tub. Water splashed. I couldn’t get away. There was too much pressure and my lungs screamed for air.


Help!
 But no one came. No one could hear me.

My hands loosened their grip on my attacker. All of my muscles grew sluggish.

The creature’s glowing eyes blurred as it glared down at me. I couldn’t look away. Couldn’t move.

I sank into oblivion.













* * *




B
 ursts of slaps against my back sent me flailing, but I couldn’t move my arms or legs to fight back. Water gushed out of my mouth, my nose with each slap. I choked, heaving up more water until there was nothing left but bile.

“Here,” Minh said softly, “let me ease the water inside you.”


Oh my God, I’m alive.
 Joy I had survived and the pain of drowning tangled in my chest. I tried to speak, to tell them what happened, warn them in case the fucking monster was still around, but I couldn’t get the words out. Each time I tried, I started vomiting up bile again.

Someone held me, brushing my hair back from my face, while another held a bucket. Minh’s face came into view as he clasped my hand on my left. His eyes closed in concentration as he recited a spell.

“Tenang airnya, ambil kekerasannya, ringankan rasa sakitnya.”

Fiery darts hit my lungs, blazing my insides and I screamed.

“Easy, Karen, we’ve got you,” Caine said. His breath was cool against my neck.

Pain rocketed through me again. I heaved up black bile produced by Minh’s spell to remove the excess water in my lungs and body. It was an effort to save me and to prevent further problems from having all of that dirty water in my lungs. It was several minutes before my stomach finally settled. Each inhale felt like the air was full of glass shards, stabbing into my chest and lungs.

“God, I almost died!” My voice was raspy and my teeth chattered. It was Minh’s magic that had ultimately saved me because coughing up the water and throwing up wasn’t enough to remove the spell from whatever that thing was that tried to drown me.

“You need to get dry before you get chilled.” Caine wrapped me up in a towel. “How are you feeling?”

I winced. “My throat hurts.”

“Let me make you some tea with honey for your throat.” Brice raked a hand through his brown hair, his gray eyes pinched along the corners, and pushed up from his spot on the bathroom floor in front of me.

I nodded, not wanting to speak, not even wanting to breathe because it hurt so much. Caine didn’t say anything more, just held me against his chest like he didn’t want to let me go. The dragon in him rumbled against my back, making me feel safe.

“Why didn’t you call out for us sooner?” Minh let out the water in the bath, his accent thick with emotion. “You could have died.”

All I could do was shrug a shoulder. The creature wasn’t anywhere around. It must have thought it succeeded in killing me and left. His presence had to be a gift from Magda. God, I fucking hated that woman.

“Leave her alone for the moment, Fishboy,” Caine snapped. “Can’t you see she’s been through enough?”

Minh glowered. “What if she had drowned while we were all in the next room?”

“But she didn’t. I heard her.” Caine shook his head. “Unlike you. I thought water was your element.”

“And what if you hadn’t been here? Or had been too tired from the battle for your dragon to reach her in time?”

I squeezed Caine’s arm. Too many of my men had been captured, I didn’t need us fighting amongst ourselves. Which also meant I needed to forgive Caine for stopping me from taking on Magda when I wasn’t ready. We needed each other.

“Why didn’t you hear her if she was underwater?” Caine growled, his green eyes flashing.

“I only left her for a few minutes to cook breakfast for everyone. If I had been in water myself, then I would have known she was in trouble. Even if I had been halfway across the ocean.”

“Good to know,” I squeezed out, trying to lighten the mood. “If I ever fall off a cruise ship, I know who to call for.”

“Save your voice,” Caine chided me. “Where is Brice with the damn tea?”

“Why are you two fighting?” I forced the words out. Something wasn’t right here.

Caine shifted me around in his arms and stood.

My towel slipped off me and I tried to grasp it, but my movements were awkward.

“What’s wrong with you being naked?” Caine’s eyes glittered with mischief and I smacked his shoulder playfully. “I was only joking… somewhat.”

I smiled at him, adoring how he made me smile even when I’d almost died. When he drifted toward the bedroom, I shook my head, then pointed toward the living room. “Couch.”

Gently he set me down on my aunt’s couch. Minh handed me my terrycloth robe, his fingers grazing my arm, sent shivers through me. I slipped into the robe, grateful for the warmth, and to keep my wet hair from dripping down my back.

“Do you want me to remove some of the water from your hair?” Minh asked.

“Please.” I nodded.

His whispered words glided over me. My hair went from drenched to barely damp.

“Thanks.”

Brice scratched his goatee and offered me a steaming mug of tea and the scent of herbs and honey wafted up to my nose. He sat next to me, his heat comforting me.

“So what the hell happened?” Caine stood in front of me with a mix of a frown and a scowl.

I raised an eyebrow as I sipped my tea.

“Yeah, I know, Magda, but how did she get past my wards or for that matter nearly kill you without one of us realizing it?” Caine paced in front of me. “You sure her waterboy isn’t working for her?”

“No.” I shook my head. My throat still hurt to speak, but I needed to quell this discussion before everyone became hostile or a fight broke out. We were all still exhausted from the battle with Magda and losing so many of my court— my men. A deep ache hit my chest.

“Who was the last one with you before this attack?” Caine kept talking as though I hadn’t said anything.

“I was.” Minh’s fists were clenched at his sides.

“It’s not his fault,” I wheezed out. Why were my men acting so hostile? Was it from the fear of my near dying? I shook my head. “There was some kind of dark monster holding me down.”

“And where is this monster now?” Caine pointed to Minh. “How do we know that’s not one of his forms?”

“I only left Karen in the tub alone to go and make breakfast.”

“The beast attacked her in the water — your element — so you tell me how the hell this fucking happened.”

“And what of your protective wards, dragon?” Minh narrowed his dark eyes. “Nothing should’ve been able to get through unless you didn’t set them up correctly. You were in Magda’s clutches longer than me. How do we know we can trust you?”

“Enough,” I said, but the tension in the room only increased.

Brice growled. His wolf and skull tattoos flexed with his muscles as he clenched and unclenched his fists. “This isn’t getting us anywhere. Until we know more, we’re going to have to trust each other and I say Karen isn’t to be left alone… one of us is with her at all times.”

“Listen to the wolf, dragon,” Minh sneered. “He’s got a better head on his shoulders than you.”

Caine took a step toward the Matsyāṅganā, water mage. “You care to repeat that, merman?”

I was glad we weren’t in the ocean or Minh might be tempted to shift into a barracuda or whale or shark and take a bite out of Caine.

“Stop it. Both of you.” I winced, placing a hand over my throat when my yell burned. “This is what Magda wants. We must work together.”

I glanced at Brice for help as I wanted to say so much more. I wanted to tell both Caine and Minh to focus on more important things like how I was going to find the four remaining shifters for my court and how to get the ones Magda stole back. And how to keep from being attacked again. True, we were in my aunt’s home and not Caine’s massive, dragon-magicked protected mansion.

Then there was also the issue of my dad. I didn’t know whether or not he was still alive and if he was a prisoner as much as my aunt and my stolen men.

Brice growled low in his chest, standing. Caine’s dragon eyes flashed. Water droplets danced in the air over Minh’s palm. He could pull his element from the air, even from our very bodies if he wanted.

They were ready to rip each other apart. This couldn’t be leftover stress from our recent battle or my near-death. Shit!
 It had to be a spell. The monster holding me down must have pushed its hatred residue into my men. Why else would they be acting like this all of the sudden? We had a tightly-knit group and didn’t fight like this. Ever. A cry caught in my throat. I had to do something before this blew up in our faces.

“Stop,” I whispered, afraid if I raised my voice louder, I wouldn’t be able to speak at all.

Caine shoved a hand into Brice’s shoulder, sending the werewolf back several steps. Then Caine roared as the blood beneath his skin bubbled up like it had turned to liquid beads showing he was about to transform.

“No, Caine,” I choked out a cry.

But he shot out a gust of fire at Minh.



I yelled and it felt like spikes slammed into my throat. I rose quickly, putting myself between Caine and the others, but Caine’s arm knocked me aside. I crashed to the floor. My hip took the brunt of the impact and pain radiated up my side. My teacup shattered across the floor. Minh reached down to help me up. With a growl, Brice lunged for Caine’s jugular.
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Chapter 3











F
 uck! If I didn’t do something, they were going to kill each other all because of Magda’s magic. Brice had shifted into his wolf form, his hackles raised and his teeth snapped at both Minh and Caine. My dragon hadn’t shifted yet, thank goodness, but it was only a matter of time before Caine did so. He watched intently, shadows gathering under his eyes. His aura pulsed so strong even at my half-witch strength I picked it up.

I scrambled up, cringing as my side pinched from where I fell.

“Back off, wolf, or I’ll have a stupid canine for my meal.” Caine’s voice was a mix of human and dragon.

“You both are not worthy of living.” Minh punched both of them with a water blast that shot out from his palms like a cannon.

Brice was knocked backward into the wall. The force hit Caine, but he swatted a hand and magic fire surged toward Minh who doused the flames with his power.

“Stop it, all of you,” I pleaded. “This is Magda’s doing.”

“I can do this all day, mage, can you?” Caine grinned.

“We’ll see about that.” Minh shoved another blast of water forward.

This time Brice dodged the attack when Caine moved out of the way. His fur was wet as he lunged for Minh.


Shit, shit, shit
 . I had to stop this now before it escalated any further.

I ran over to Caine, hoping I could talk some sense into him.

“You’ve got to stop now!” I tugged on his arm, but he jerked away from my grasp.

I turned to Minh. “Can’t you see what is happening? Fight her spell.”

Though he wasn’t particularly fast, the water mage took two steps forward. There was no time to recover and get into a better position. The look on his face said he was either going to attack me or go through me to get to Caine and Brice. I couldn’t let that happen.

“Enough—” I choked out. I didn’t want to do this, but I would if I had to.

His hands jutted forward.

Before he could unleash his power, I struck him with my magic, lashing out as hard as I could.

Nothing.

Not even a tinkle of anything. Why wasn’t it working? Maybe I should try the opposite? I thrust out my hands, imagining pulling him to me rather than stopping him. Power bit along my palms, but nothing happened.

A blast of Minh’s magic sent me sliding backward, stumbling. I gasped for air, and fury bubbled inside me. For fuck’s sake!
 It felt like I’d been hit with a twenty-pound bag. Minh’s attention returned to the two others.

I gasped, trying to catch my breath while Brice snarled at both Caine and Minh.

It was like I wasn’t even in the room unless I got between any of them. Magda must have twisted her spell to mess them all up, make them primal animals. Hell!
 My insides churned. I can’t lose more of my men…


I hobbled out of the room as fast as I could. My charms. I had to get something to focus my magic and end this before they tore each other apart. I hurried to my bathroom, my breaths turning to pants.

Inside, I glanced beside the sink where I had laid the silver and copper charm bracelet. It wasn’t there. Where the fuck had it gone? My heart hammered in my chest. Where was it? I backed away, checking the floor.

I fell to my knees and ran my hand through the thick, shaggy bath rug. It had to be here!

My fingers clasped the silver chain at last and I frantically snatched it. I flipped through the charms, my hands shaking so bad I dropped the bracelet. I ripped off a peace symbol charm, thrusting on the silver chain with the other charms over my wrist.

I dashed back into the living room.

The couch was on fire and there was enough blood that choked the air even my half-coyote side gagged.

I knew I needed to stabilize my panic, find the weak spot in Magda’s spell. The charm had to work this time. There was nothing else I could do to stop them.

“Animæquior esto!” I threw the silver charm at Caine’s feet and said a silent prayer for this to work. I could only hope that Magda hadn’t done something to break my magic when the demon had tried to drown me.

The ricochet of the spell exploded outward and slammed into me like a punch to the gut. I hit the back wall, pain shooting up my side.

I staggered to my feet, but I was too scared to look up. Too afraid of the backlash of my spell and what it had done to the others. A shadow loomed over me.

Caine. He hauled me up by my hair. His dragon magic sizzled along my skin. Smoke curled from his nostrils.

“You will pay for that, mouse,” he snarled.

“This isn’t you, Caine. Or any of you. Let me go.” I kicked him as hard as I could manage, but he only laughed in my face.

I clasped his hand that held me in the air and fiddled with my charm bracelet, trying to keep him from ripping my scalp off.

I didn’t even know what charm I grasped, but I shouted an open spell to activate whatever magic my aunt had put into the pieces. And I hoped like hell it was something strong enough to get a dragon to back the hell off.

“Parati aperire!” I flicked the charm at him and held my breath.

Behind Caine, Minh cursed. “Fucking witch! I will kill you.”

Brice howled like he’d spotted prey.


Well, shit.
 Looks like I had turned the curse around. Instead of wanting to attack each other, I was now their new target.

A bluish haze billowed up from the charm. Caine let out a painful sounding groan and shook me.

“What did you do?” Caine snarled, his emerald eyes flashing. Then his legs buckled and he fell hard to the floor. Thank the gods. It must have been a slumber charm I had grabbed.

Brice growled in his wolf form, backing away, but the smoke engulfed him and Minh too. Both of them sank to the floor, fast asleep.

Flames chewed along my aunt’s favorite couch.

I felt a little dizzy, but I wasn’t about to give up so easily. I took off a raindrop charm.

“Pluit ignem afferret mergit,” I said and tossed the charm onto the couch, hoping I didn’t make things worse.

Rain drizzled over the flames, stopping when the fire went out, but leaving a soggy couch behind.

I let out a shaky sob and collapsed in a heap. Well, at least I’d discovered my charm magic still worked somewhat.



My gaze slid to my three men who sprawled around me, unconscious but breathing. There was no way of knowing how Brice, Caine, and Minh would react when they woke up. I didn’t know if they’d try to tear each other’s throats out again… or mine.
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Chapter 4











A
 ll three of the men were peaceful like this. Asleep. Drugged from my magic. Once in a while, however, I worried they would wake up and attack me. Or accuse me of assaulting them first, if they couldn’t remember anything while under their spell. These stubborn, gorgeous men were mine and I’d do anything to protect them.

They were part of my court… and my heart.

If they came after me and tried to kill me, would I be able to harm them? Honestly, I had no idea.

But as long as we had love and trust for each other, then I would do whatever it took to save them and myself. Including the others Magda had stolen from me.

I hugged my knees to my chest, remembering Ben’s smile and joking nature, Jerry’s amazing cooking and his touch, Gregg’s gentle nature, Alessandro’s sexy voice, and Leo’s easy-going ways. I missed them all so much it hurt.

When I started all of this, I hadn’t even wanted one mate. Now I had eight perfect men and I needed four more to have a complete court. To gain the strength we needed to fight Magda. But would it even be enough? She’d bested us before.

And my Aunt Jess. Was she still alive? What about my father? A sob escaped my throat. He looked like the picture I’d found in Brice’s archives except much older. Had he been a prisoner of Magda’s all this time? It took me a moment to wrap my head around the thought. 

Thunder boomed in the distance, and I shivered, drawing the robe tighter around me.

Magda had to be stopped. Whatever it took. And with her sending a creature to drown me, I didn’t have much time. She held nearly all the cards and the only way to beat her was to get some more of my own and win back the ones she had stolen from me. I’d have to find her before she got to me again.

I needed to get my remaining four shifters before it was too late. Before she took the remaining precious loves in my life. If I wanted to be safe… wanted my men safe… I needed to get to her first.

But I couldn’t just grab random men off the street. Nor did I want to conduct interviews either. Me and the eight I’d already found had developed a bond, connections. That couldn’t be forced. But it could be assisted.

Maybe a little magic would help.

Despite feeling drained, I stood and went to my aunt’s kitchen where she kept all the charms in the china cabinet’s drawer. There were only a few dozen or so left. I needed one whose symbol spoke to me and made me think of shifters or love. I rummaged through the charms. There wasn’t a single heart or even lips in the entire batch.

No animal ones either and I had used my silver wing charm with Caine already.


Shit.


I couldn’t use some random one like the key, musical note, boot, or seashell charm.

It looked like I’d need to go to the witch store. Dread pumped into my veins. Being a half-breed meant the witches accepted me about as well as the shifters had before all this thirteenth zodiac sign stuff had exploded. Usually, my aunt bought the charms for me, but I had gone with her on occasion. Plus, I needed more charms not only to fight Magda but possibly my men if they woke up with murderous intent — especially mine — on their agendas.

Grabbing an energy drink from the fridge, I gulped it down and went into my room to get dressed. Thankfully most of my clothes were still here in my closet. I picked out a pair of hip-hugger jeans and a jeweled purple sweater that showed off my curves.

I didn’t have my car as Brice, Caine, Minh and I had taken an Uber here. So I ordered another ride and continued to get ready.

My hair was still damp from the bath and fighting Minh, but I didn’t want to chance the guys waking up and attacking me either. With quick fingers, I wrapped my hair into a messy bun and my knee-high boots completed the outfit.

I grabbed my cell and waited outside for my ride. Even though it was mid-autumn, I was freezing like there was a blizzard outside. I debated going back inside for my coat when the Uber driver pulled up.

This trip into town shouldn’t take long. Dash into the magic shop, buy the charms I needed, then return to cast a beacon spell to draw the shifters I needed to me.

Easy. And with luck, I might meet the new men before Brice, Caine, or Minh even woke up.

The Uber driver was an old woman with a rainbow scarf tied around her head and talked non-stop about her eight grandkids. Trying to keep up with the conversation, I made small talk about the funny stories she told including the kids making Jell-O in her pool one summer.

She drove me into town, and I flipped the backseat heater to full-blast. Maybe I was coming down with a cold. That would be wonderful. Gotta rescue everyone, fight the witch who killed my mom and do it all while feeling like crap. 



Yay me.
 I should probably ask for a healing charm while I was at the witch store. Except I’d have to find someone who had healed shifters before since my mixed heritage screwed things up sometimes. Like the time I tried to magically dye my hair blond and ended up with pumpkin-orange. And nothing would work to fix it. No human dyes and no magic. It had taken me three years to grow it all out and get a major haircut.

Finding a magic-user who a) had experience and b) was willing to heal a shifter, or half-breed in my case, was harder than finding the proverbial needle in a haystack. But hopefully, luck would be on my side.

We pulled up to the storefront with Harriett’s Magic Shop written in fancy yellow letters across the huge, bay window. Wind chimes hung at each corner of the window, tinkling in the breeze.

I climbed out of the Uber and paid the driver with a tip through my phone. She waved as she drove away. A tightness pinched across my chest, but I squared my shoulders, bracing myself for the reception I was probably going to get.

Drizzling rain began to fall, and I clutched my arms around me. I should’ve asked the Uber driver to wait earlier when she picked me up so I could have grabbed my coat. Lightning flashed in the distance.

I pushed open the door and the overhead bell rang. Scents of sage, pine, and half a dozen others clogged the air. Rings of smoke billowed in streams to the ceiling. Several sticks of incense burned at various spots across overstuffed bookshelves and crowded tables filled with tarot cards, crystals, and candles. Soft new-age music drifted through speakers bringing an ambiance to the place. I drifted to the jewelry section of the store. Necklaces and chokers hung on a stand. Rings took up a whole display.

Amid the jewelry section was a table laid out with charm bracelets and loose silver, copper, and gold charms. I heaved a breath, trying to force out any nervousness. Carefully, I placed my hand on the table. The black tablecloth was smooth under my fingertips.

I closed my eyes, letting my magic flow from the center of my chest, down my arm and across the table. I focused my intent. Give me what will help me find my four shifters— the new ones missing from my court.



“
 Revelare,” I whispered.

My power tingled like pinpricks down my arm and I shivered.

I opened my eyes, expecting to see several of the silver charms spinning over the table. Instead, an elderly lady with a gray shawl around her shoulders glared across the store at me. Her white hair was cropped short and she had multiple rings trailing up one ear and a rune tattoo on her wrist. The rune looked like the one for protection or prosperity. I couldn’t tell because she folded her arms across her chest.

“Sorry, are these all the silver charms you have?” I pulled my hand from the table giving her a sheepish grin. 

She marched over to me. “You are not welcome here, half-breed.”

I flinched, feeling like she had sucker punched me in the gut. Wonderful. I had hoped to avoid prejudice. Not that the shifters had been much better until I was thrust into their Thirteen Zodiac sign and having to keep all the shifters from going insane. Not to mention getting Aunt Jess and my dad back.

“Usually my Aunt Jess comes, but—"

“Yes, I know Jess,” she cut me off, her face stern. “I also know your animal is the coyote — the trickster and you’re not welcome in my shop.” 

Before I could open my mouth and protest, she held up a hand. 

“I won’t sell to your kind. No shifters. That’s the rules.”

I straightened, anger boiling in my veins. “I’m half-witch.”

“Don’t care. Your trickster-side will mess up any magic you try.” She gathered her gray shawl tighter around herself. 

“Wha— that’s never happened.” Not until Magda. Well except for a few minor bumps here and there like the pumpkin-colored hair incident. Nothing as major as not being able to use my magic properly especially with the charms to focus it with.

She snorted, pointing her chin behind her. “Then how do you explain that?”

I glanced behind me and gasped. Every pendulum on the store’s rack seemed to be glued together, straining on their chains, and pointing to my left.

“It’s a wonder you didn’t blow a hole in my store just now. I won’t get blamed when your magic goes berserk.”

I turned to leave, but paused. No way was I going to give up this easily. I knew witches. If I didn’t try harder, even if I didn’t succeed, word would spread faster than the juiciest gossip and I wouldn’t even be able to set foot inside another magic shop, much less buy anything.

I strode up to her, fists at my side. “No, I’m not leaving empty-handed. My aunt is in trouble and I need a focus charm to help find her.” True in a round-about way. “Now will you at least help me save my aunt or do I let my coyote loose in your shop and contaminate all your merchandise?” 

Totally bluffing, but I had to get those charms.

Her brows stitched together into an angry knot. “You try anything and I’ll haul you to court and watch your ass waste away in jail. I can smell a liar and a vain threat, but I won’t be bullied into anything.”

I slumped because she had seen through my lie. “Please. I’m desperate. I need the focus items to use my magic to save my men and my father and my aunt. Please.”

She rolled her eyes. “Will it get you out of my shop faster?”

“You bet.” I smiled.

“Fine.” She shook out her shawl. “I’ll let you purchase one pendulum.”

“Uh… no, I need silver charms.”

She huffed, stomping over and waving her hand over the merchandise which fell back into place as if nothing had happened. “Take it or leave it.”

“But I’ve never used magic with one of these before.” How was I going to do a love spell and call my remaining four men with one of these things?

“Not my problem.” She went behind the counter, standing in front of the register. “Looks to me like none of my charms want to work with you, but the pendulums are trying to tell you something.”

At her words, goosebumps skittered along my flesh. What could it hurt? And at least I would have a purchase to be able to use to get into other magical shops further in town.

Like before, I closed my eyes and held my hand out.

“Revelare,” I said. The magic zapped through me and I snapped open my eyes.

Two pendulums strained against the chain and holder, swinging wildly back and forth between me and the front of the store. One was a pretty amethyst and the other was a multi-colored jasper. The latter swayed a little more than the other so I reached out, touching the stone. It was warm against my fingertips. I unhooked the chain, then went over to the owner to pay.

She punched the keys on her ancient cash register. “Would you want this bagged up?”

“No, thanks.” While the magic was vibrant, I didn’t want to stuff it into a bag. My heartbeat sped up thinking perhaps one of my fated mates was nearby.

She nodded. I didn’t want to push my luck asking her for anything extra. I paid and tucked the chain over my head, the pendulum resting between my breasts.

When I left the store, the bell over the door let out a dull ring.

Magical Europium was up two streets. I’d try there for the char— the jasper pendulum twisted up in the air. It jerked against the chain and squeezed my throat tighter and tighter. I grasped the thing, trying to force it down. 


What the hell?


Fuck! The stupid thing was cutting off my air supply as it led me out into the street. Cars honked, a few zipping around me.

The old woman had lied to put a curse on the thing. I wrestled with the chain. Trying to break it or unhook it or get it the fuck off me. “Hiberent,” I squeezed out to get the thing to stop. “Cessare! Abrumpere!”

The necklace and pendulum only choked me harder.



A squeal of tires had me look up in time to see a huge truck barreling straight for me.
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Chapter 5











T
 he truck sideswiped another car. Metal squealed. I was frozen in place while my heart jumped into my throat. The front end of the truck hit a lamppost to avoid hitting me. Smoke from the exhaust billowed in my face.

“Fuck, are you crazy lady?” I stared as a male voice shouted at me from across the street.

I couldn’t respond. I couldn’t even breathe and I fell to my knees. This had to be Magda or she’d convinced all the damn witches to try and kill me.

Strong hands lifted me and the pendulum bounced between my breastbone and the guy’s chest before jerking sharply behind me and repeating the pattern. The stupid thing was busted.

“Is she on drugs?” another male voice asked and a guy climbed out of the wrecked truck.

I snorted, but it came out a choking, gasping cough.

“Get her off the street before someone hits her.”

Was the guy talking to himself? I blinked, trying to focus because I didn’t need to be kidnapped by a crazy person who talked to himself.

As my focus cleared, I stared up into the guy’s face while he carried me to the sidewalk. He had a square jawline. His full lips were so beautiful they made me envious. Dark lashes framed honey-brown eyes set in a sexy, Greek god kinda way.

“How is she?” said another male voice, then a duplicate face peered at me from the other side.

I did a double-take, looking between the two of them. Twins. Huh. Hadn’t seen that one coming.

“Put me down,” I said, clasping a hand to my throat. At least my pendulum had stopped trying to kill me and was no longer leading me out into on-coming traffic. Now it seemed to hum against my chest.

The guy set me down, and I stared up at his six-foot-plus frame. His muscles made his yellow T-shirt stretch over his flesh. His twin wore a black T-shirt with a star painted over it in white. My coyote side inhaled deeply, trying to figure out these two and if they were merely human or what. The scent of woods and honey drifted into my senses.

“You two are shifters?” I asked.

Yellow shirt guy nodded, then his nostrils flared. “Coyote shifter? How the hell did that happen?”

I crossed my arms. “Love. Now, why do you both smell like honey also?”

“Honey badgers,” black shirt answered. “What were you doing in the street during traffic like that?”

“Not me, this.” I flicked a thumb to the pendulum sitting innocently against my breastbone now.

“Your boobs? I must admit, they look fine to me.”

“No, the pendulum. It had a mind of its own and was choking me, dragging me out into the street.” I pulled down the collar of my shirt to show them my neck. “See?”

“Ouch. Why did it do that?”

“No freakin— well, it stopped when you two rescued me. Thanks by the way.” I tried to yank the chain off me, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Sounds like you got a dud magic trinket,” the guy in the yellow shirt said.

“Ya think? Fuck, it was either that or I don’t understand what it was trying to tell me.” I held out my hand. “I’m Karen.”

“Shane.” The guy in the yellow T-shirt took my hand and a tremor raced up my arm.

“And I’m Dean.” His brother picked up my other hand making another shiver race through me.

A shifter love connection. I recognized the feeling. But at the same time, I didn’t want to demand they join me. Wasn’t as simple as we’re mates, let’s hookup. Especially with the danger of Magda and the death curse looming over me.

“Sorry, we almost ran over you. Let us make it up to you and buy you lunch.”

“Are you hungry?” Shane asked.

“No, I need to find someone.” It didn’t feel right having them pay for my food. “But thank you for the offer.”

It was at that moment my stomach decided to growl louder than a dragon’s roar. I hadn’t eaten anything since leaving my aunt’s house this morning.

Shane grinned. “Looking for someone, eh? Since our job is driving, we see lots of people. Maybe we can help you.”

“Say over some food?” Dean’s honey-brown eyes, identical to his brother’s, twinkled. “It’s kind of hard to concentrate on an empty stomach and I’m ravenous.”

“What about your vehicle?” I gestured to their truck with black smoke pouring up from its engine.

“Insurance will take care of it.” Shane tugged me along the sidewalk. “And Dean will wait for a bit with the car while we order our food. I was already getting us a table when I saw the crash. Burgers okay?”

“Sounds amazing. Thank you.” I let him lead me a few blocks down to a burger joint with a storefront etched in chrome and lights reminding me of the Fifties.

Inside, the waitresses wore poodle skirts and the waiters wore leather jackets, jeans, and sunglasses. My mouth watered at the scent of greasy burgers, cheese, and fresh French fries.

Shane and I took a booth in the back. An old Elvis song played on the jukebox.

“What can I get you two, lovebirds?” a waitress, who looked to be eighty, asked.

I was too famished to correct her. “The biggest cheeseburger you’ve got, double order of fries, and do you have milkshakes?”

“Honey,” she placed her hand on her hip, giving me a level stare, “are you from Earth? Of course, we have milkshakes. I recommend the cookies-n-cream one.”

“Great. I’ll have a large one of those please.”

Shane did a double-take.

“What?”

“Nothing.” He nodded, his eyes sparkling with mischief.

My cheeks grew hot. Part of being able to eat was because I was half-shifter. But mostly because I hadn’t eaten all day and keeping up with my men took a lot of energy. A pang hit my chest at the thought of the ones Magda had. I pushed the thought aside for now. I needed nourishment to be able to think and work out a plan to get them back. Starving myself wasn’t going to help them.

“I’ll have the same as the lady, but add a second mushroom burger to mine.”

“Gotcha. Anything else?” The waitress picked up the menus.

“Yeah, my brother will be joining us soon. He’d like the special with a side of scrambled eggs and gravy.”

“Want me to hold your orders then until he gets here?”

“Nah, fire them up.” Shane leaned against the booth, his leg brushed mine and tingles spread through me.

When our waitress left, I pulled out paper napkins from the dispenser on the table.

“So, Dean and I told you a bit about ourselves. What about you? Do you frequently run out into traffic?”

I picked up one of the napkins, folding it into smaller and smaller squares. “Not often. The new pendulum I bought was trying to choke me and I wasn’t really paying attention to where I was.”

“May I?” He gestured to the necklace.

“Sure.”

He reached out, his fingers picking up the multi-colored jasper stone. His touch barely brushed across the hollow of my throat, yet, my breaths hitched in my chest from the intimacy. “Seems okay now.”

“Yeah,” I managed to choke out.

“So you’re a witch then?” He shook his head. “I thought you were a coyote shifter.”

“I’m both. Is that hard to believe?” I asked at his puzzled expression.

“No, except you don’t smell like a witch. They usually carry an aroma of sage or burnt powder or candle wax. But you smell different.”

I licked my lips, suddenly feeling as though the restaurant was getting warmer. “Is it a bad different?”

“Depends on how you look at it.” Shane let go of my necklace, his fingers skimming across my collarbone and down my shoulder.

Heat spiked through me. My gasp slipped between my lips and his gaze focused on my mouth, stirring me up even more.

“Not at all. You smell like wild honeysuckle, spring, and mountains.”

If we weren’t in a public place, I would’ve kissed him right then and there. This stranger had me craving his touch.

“What does your coyote smell like after you transform? Is it the same?”

I squirmed in my chair. All the shifters I had ever come across, except my men, mocked me for my inability to shift. “Don’t know… never felt the need to smell myself.”

“If you allow me, I’d love to do the honors of sniffing you all over both in your human and coyote form.” His voice sounds like decadent chocolate candy with a yummy center. Then his brows knitted together, and I glanced away from his stare. “Hell, you haven’t ever transformed, have you?”

“Wow, do you want a microphone to make sure the people outside can hear you too?” I snapped.

“Hey,” he reached over and placed his hands over mine, “it’s okay. For the record, it took me decades before I accepted I would always be a shifter and not normal.”

I let out a shaky breath. What shifters think about me shouldn’t matter. I should be used to their taunting. The fact this shifter accepted me for who I was, healed another piece of my heart. “Thanks.”

“Would you want to?” Shane’s gaze lifted off my mouth to my eyes. “I mean if you could transform into your coyote, would you want to?”

“Never thought about it before.” I stuck my chin out defiantly, not meeting his gaze. It was only a slight fib. I had tried before, like when I’d tried to get into the shifter’s vaults to find my dad’s files, and I’d nearly transformed myself for the first time.

“Liar,” his voice teased. “I don’t have an ounce of mage blood, but I often dreamed about what it would be like to have powers.”

“Is it as painful as it seems? I know for each species it’s different.”

“So you have thought about it.” He grinned and my heart fluttered like a lovesick teenager’s.

“Maybe a time or two or dozen. Lost count as a kid how many times I tried to make myself shift into a coyote. Even begged my aunt to give me a spell so I could do it.”

“And did she?” He traced the lines on my hand, making it hard to concentrate.

“No. She said it wouldn’t work or might get me stuck in the animal form forever.” I nudged him with my shoulder. “How about you? Did you try any magic spells?”

“I was the best at card tricks.” His brown eyes sparkled. “Bought every single amateur magician box I could find. Even broke my leg trying one that promised I could fly.”

“You did not.” I laughed. “Even witches can’t fly without a broom… wait, did you try one?”

“First you’ll have to promise not to tell anyone. My brother doesn’t even know how I broke my leg.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That I fell out of the tree. No one noticed the broom laying there with me hollering about my leg.”

I stifled a chuckle, imagining him and his mortification over being caught trying to fly on a broom. Most of the time, shifters didn’t want anything to do with witches or magic.

A moment later, Dean slid into the booth, sitting across from me and Shane.

“You two both look guilty. What’s up?” Dean asked.

“Sharing embarrassing childhood stories.” I lifted my chin. “Your turn.”

“Ah, Shane told you about his magic kits and how he cried because he couldn’t make rabbits appear out of any of the dozen hats, he owned?”

I leaned forward on my elbow, placing my hand in my chin. “Yup, and how I wanted to turn into my coyote but didn’t have enough shifter blood to do so.”

“You’re next, brother.” Shane eased back into the booth, his thigh pressing against mine.

“I have no vices or embarrassing stories.” Dean’s sandy-colored fade accented the lines in his face.



“Come on.” I put my hand over his, amazed at how identical the twins actually were. Even down to the black ink tattoos on their necks and arms. “I told you both mine. You have to have something to tell.”
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Chapter 6











I
 kept my hand on Dean’s, unable to pull away as his light-brown gaze went to my face. My breath hitched in my chest. Images of these sexy twins kissing me had heat creeping up my neck and face. Squeezed into the booth with two handsome shifters, my mind was quickly turning to mush.

Dean smiled slowly and stretched out his legs, where they rubbed against one of my legs. “Guess you could say a beautiful woman, such as yourself, is my vice.”

“I bet you say that to lots of women.” I rolled my eyes, but my heart hammered faster at his nearness.

He turned his hand and interlaced his fingers with mine, his face serious. “Nope. I’ve never been as drawn to any woman as much as I am to you right now.”

I hated how so much was out of my control. How I had to somehow balance all shifters in my pack or entire packs and clans would go insane. Yeah, no pressure. His attraction had to be my pheromones influencing him as the Ophiuchus thirteenth zodiac sign. “Don’t get too excited. It’s because I’m the th—”

“Here’s your order.” The waitress appeared at our table, loaded down with plates. She passed them out quickly. “I’ll be right back with your milkshakes. Dig in.”

Mouth-watering scents from the food wafted in the air and I lost all sense of what I was about to say.

Dean let go of my hand and doused his eggs with Tabasco sauce as I dipped a thick French fry into the ketchup before I plopped it into my mouth.

“So why are you called honey badgers?” I asked. “Wouldn’t you just be badgers?”

Shane grabbed the hot sauce from beside the napkin dispenser and doused his burger. “Actually, we’re a completely separate genus from American and European badgers. We’re more closely related to wolverines.”

“So why the name?” I took a sip of my milkshake, loving the sweet coldness.

“Because we love honey.” Dean grinned. “And we prefer the name honey badger than Ratel.”

“I guess I can understand.” I knew what a badger was, but not the other. Both a wolverine and a badger had reputations for being aggressive and not backing down from a fight. I’d heard of a wolverine even attacking and killing a polar bear.

Beside me, Shane had already eaten half his burger.

“Did you inhale that?” I joked.

“We are on the road a lot.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin. “You gotta learn to eat quick or lose pay if you’re late with a shipment.”

That made sense. I pushed aside the growing desire for these two so I could finish the meal. Asking them to be part of my harem would be easier on a full stomach, right? Still, my nerves got in the way of enjoying the food properly. I would’ve thought with having eight men in my court already and making love to all of them that this would be a breeze to ask two more.

But what if I was wrong about their signals? What if all they wanted was a quick fuck? At the thought, my whole face burned.

“What are you thinking?” Dean’s voice was husky.

Oh no, they must smell my arousal. More of this close proximity with two gorgeous guys and I’d be in heat in seconds.

I scrambled for a safe subject. “W-What made you two go into delivery service?”

Dean shrugged, leaning back in his chair. “Travel. Well, at first, now driving all the time is boring. I’d like to stay put for a bit, you know, put down roots.”

“So why don’t you?” I asked.

Shane answered, “We enjoy the freedom of our own schedule — we take only the jobs we want — and get to see the country.”

“So you don’t have a boss?” I dipped a fry in ketchup, suddenly famished again. And a plan was beginning to form in my mind.

“Nope, we’re independent contractors,” Dean wiped his mouth with the paper napkin. “Shipments usually have a lead time of a day or two if we’re in the area. We can switch out driving all night, pick up the next shipment then continue after a few hours of rest.”

“Do you have any important deliveries across town?”

“None that can’t wait.” Shane handed his empty plate to the waitress when she came by, giving her a thank you and a grin that made her blush. “Why do you ask?”

I don’t know why my nerves were zipping a variety of signals through my body. Maybe because before I had the majority of my court with me, my aunt wasn’t kidnapped, and I hadn’t known the truth about my dad. Though I wasn’t sure I knew everything concerning him even now. Magda had said some crazy things about him being part of her court and my mom stealing him away.

Normally, her words wouldn’t have penetrated my brain like they had. Except I’d discovered that my Aunt Jess hadn’t been completely honest with me about my dad or my mom. Had Magda spoken the truth?

I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly unable to eat another bite. I loved Aunt Jess. She’d been my surrogate mother and father rolled into one. The fact she had lied to me cut deeper than any knife, but I couldn’t walk away from her and leave her with Magda. I had to help her and free my dad… and my men.

My stomach twisted. Fuck, I missed them so much it hurt.

“You okay?” Shane asked.

“Sorry, just thinking about my aunt. She—” my voice caught, “she was kidnapped by a witch.”

“Fucking hate witches,” Dean said. “Excluding present company, of course. But most of your kind would rather curse us than spit on us.”

“What are you going to do?” Shane’s sympathetic look tugged at my heart. “You’re going to try and get her back, right?”

“Yeah, yeah I am.”

“Sounds dangerous. I’m in.” Dean cocked an eyebrow at my half-eaten burger and pile of fries. “Hey, you gonna finish those?”

“No, go ahead.” I pushed the basket toward him.

He swiped the burger while Shane grabbed a handful of fries. Both of them seemed to inhale the food and it was gone in a matter of moments.

“Thanks for the offer of helping me, but it’s a bit more complicated than just my aunt.”

“Whatever it is, we’re in.” Shane nodded at his brother who mimicked the gesture.

“You say that now.” I shake my head. “I’m going against a very powerful witch. The previous Ophiuchus — thirteenth zodiac shifter sign. And she has five of my men.” My dad as well if he was still alive after all these years.

“Sounds like fun.”

I ground my teeth. “No, this isn’t fun. She’s evil. I nearly lost everything, including my life the last time I faced her.”

“You underestimate us. Fighting is in our blood. Our shifter animals don’t back down and neither do we.” Dean crumbled his napkin and threw it in the empty fry basket.

“We will join you in your fight, Karen.” Shane grinned like he was saying he’d wash my car for me and not battle to the death.

“Ready for dessert?” a cheerful voice almost sang, and looked up as our waitress cleared off the rest of the plates.

I shook my head. As hungry as I’d been when I walked into the place, I’d lost my appetite thinking about the battle I faced to get back those I cared about the most.

“Got any apple pie left?” Dean flashed her a smile.

“I-I really don’t know,” she stuttered, flustered. “Let me check and I’ll bring you and your brother a piece each.”

I couldn’t blame the woman. I was having trouble focusing myself with these two taking up most of the booth with me. I resisted the urge to fan myself as the air grew even hotter and I sipped at my milkshake.

“We’d be thankful if you would check for us.” Shane nodded and the waitress bustled off.

“How can you both still be hungry?” I shook my head. They’d eaten all of their food and the rest of mine. But through their shirts, I didn’t see an ounce of fat. It was all bulging muscles. My mouth started to water. Stop it, Karen. Don’t go into heat in the middle of a restaurant with two strangers.


Not that I hadn’t done exactly that before. But I needed to keep my head straight and my wits about me. Magda held nearly all the cards and if I screwed up again — my loved ones would pay the price. I needed to be smart, not driven by muscles, sparkling smiles and eyes, or hormones.

“You’re half-shifter, I’d expected you to eat more too.” Dean pulled out more napkins in preparation for the pie. “Our metabolism is twice as fast as any human. Especially after we shift.”

I squirmed on the seat. True I could eat mostly whatever I wanted, but I still had to watch the calories. They loved my hips. “Can’t shift, remember?”

Shane breathed in sharply, his nostrils flaring. “You sure? I smell… mammal… ocean and hunger on you.”

Didn’t take a genius to know he wasn’t speaking about food and could scent my men on me. My skin flushed even more.

“Wait, I thought you were a coyote-shifter,” Dean frowned. “But you smell like more.”

“Here’s your pies.” The waitress set down two huge pieces with whipped cream and a scoop of vanilla ice cream on the side.

“Thank you,” the twins said in unison.

She left the table and I watched them devour the dessert in seconds.

“You two should seriously think of joining those speed-eating competitions.”

“Don’t try to change the subject.” Dean waved his fork at me. “Why do you smell like other shifters. You didn’t sacrifice them to your darker witch side, did you?”

His voice dipped from playful to dangerous.

I swallowed. “No, I’m not a dark witch. But you are correct. I’m—”

The door opened, bringing with it a whiff of air and a spicy, cinnamon flavor mingled with wolf. Brice
 . My stomach knotted in both joy and anxiety. The sleeping spell had worn off. But did that mean he still wanted to kill me?



Then his eyes met mine and the hatred burning in them gave me the answer. Shit, shit, shit!
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Chapter 7











A
 s though reading my mind or sensing the danger in the air, both Dean and Shane’s smiles dropped. They stared at Brice striding into the diner.

“What are you doing here?” Brice growled, grabbing my arm and hauling me halfway across the table.

I winced as pain from the table digging into my stomach lanced through me.

Dean shoved his hand against Brice’s chest. “Let her go.”

Brice was knocked back a step and crashed into a wooden chair. The woman sitting in it screamed and several men glared over at us as they helped her up.

Shane stood up to be nearer to me.

“It’s all right,” I whispered. “H-He’s under a spell. Don’t hurt him.”

“What… the how to have bad manners spell?” Dean rolled his shoulders forward. “We can help. I’ve got two fists to beat some sense into this asshole.”

Brice snarled. “A badger against a wolf? That’s a joke.”

“Then how about two badgers?” Shane slid out of the booth to join his brother.

“Two dead bodies to get to her?” Brice shrugged, his wolf and skull tattoos flashing with his movements. “I could use a warmup.”

“No—” I fumbled with my charm bracelet. Would it even work or will my magic fuck it up again?

Brice snarled, his skin rippled with the start of his change. Fuck!
 Bones cracked and muscles twisted. Fur erupted all over his body.

People backed away. A few screamed, dashing toward the exits as he changed into his wolf form and my breath caught at the sight of him. Black fur tinged with brown. He stood as high as the tables. His teeth bared and his hackles raised as he faced me.

Instead of running or hell, even shifting themselves, Dean and Shane put themselves between me and a savage werewolf. My gut clenched and I nearly doubled over. The pendulum swung wildly again.

“I know, I know.” I clamped my hand over the colorful jasper pendant to still it. These two were my mates — the addition to my court — if they survived. I had to do something to make sure they didn’t hurt each other.

A whack vibrated through the air and I snapped my attention to Brice and the others. Shane had him by the scruff of the neck while Dean was edging the feral wolf to the door.

They looked like they handled werewolves every day. I tucked my pendulum into the front pocket of my jeans, scooting out of the booth to help.

Brice twisted suddenly, sinking his teeth into Shane’s arm. The honey badger bellowed. His fist came down hard on Brice’s skull.

The wolf whined, shaking his head. Then he rushed forward again. Fangs clamped down on Shane’s hand and the sound of bones crunching had terror rushing into my stomach.

My charms. I fingered through them, my hands shaking. What could I use that wouldn’t make things worse? I bit the inside of my cheek. I couldn’t count on any of these aiding my magic to do what I wanted. What if it backfired like before and hurt Dean and Shane? Or worse?

I couldn’t trust the charms or my magic right now. Not until I knew for certain I wouldn’t fuck things up more.

Brice latched onto Shane again, biting down on his leg and shaking his head vigorously.

“Stop, Brice, please.” I held my hands out. “It’s me. It’s Karen.”

My heart was breaking inside. If I couldn’t stop this, one of them was going to get hurt or worse. Inside, I pleaded that he’d recognize me. That some part of him was awake underneath the spell to be able to fight against this insanity.

But he didn’t let go of Shane. His eyes were dark, wild.

“Enough being nice guys,” Dean snarled. He kicked Brice in the stomach causing Brice to let go of Shane.

Blood coated Dean’s arm and Shane’s pant leg.

Brice stood on four legs, limping forward, the determination lighting a fire in his gaze told me he wasn’t going to stop. Not until he or I were dead and he’d chew through both Dean and Shane if he had to get to me.

I had to stop this. Even if my magic went shit-bat crazy. Jerking off the web charm, I shouted the spell, filling the silver metal with my intent and prayed to the Goddess this freaking worked.

“Mea capere prædam magnam. Nolite in eius vestigia,” I chanted. The charm turned as cold as ice in my hand. I shrieked at the surprise of the temperature change and threw it at Brice.

When it bounced onto his fur, he whimpered, shuddering.

Then his muscles bunched and ripped. His frame extended, growing.


Oh shit, oh shit!
 This couldn’t be happening. Everything was falling apart.

Shane shook his head at me with a half-smile on his face. “So you didn’t think this was challenging enough for us?”

“I-I’m sorry.” Tears stung my eyes.

“Fuck this.” Dean launched forward and yanked a barstool up, throwing it out the nearest window. “Come on!”

I trembled where I stood. Brice had transformed into the hugest wolf I’d ever seen. His head hit the light fixtures, making them swing wildly before they tumbled to the floor.

Shane didn’t ask, he grasped my arm and hauled me to the open window.

“What about you guys?” I didn’t want them fighting my battles alone.

“We’re right behind you.” Shane pushed me through the window. “Best if we get you to safety then fight. Fuck, I can’t believe I said that.”

From his tone, I guessed backing away from a confrontation wasn’t something they ever did before.



I glanced back over my shoulder. Brice stood up on two legs, looking more monster than wolf. What the hell had I done?









OceanofPDF.com








Chapter 8











S
 hards of glass cut into my arms and legs as I leapt out of the window onto the street to escape. I landed on my feet and tottered before I caught my balance.

Both Dean and Shane jumped out after me, landing inches from me. Behind us, Brice’s howls filled the inside of the diner. I whipped around. He tossed tables and chairs aside to get to the window we’d just jumped through.

“Let’s go.” I took two steps down the sidewalk, when I realized the guys weren’t following me. “Hey, we can’t fight him like that. We need help.”

Like finding a witch willing to work with me to put Brice, Caine, and Minh in hibernation until I could fix this.

I swore I heard Magda’s laugh on the breeze and I squeezed my hands into fists, letting the fingernails dig into my skin.

“Please tell me that’s your cavalry?” Dean nodded his head to the sky behind me.

“You mean air-force or airstrike,” Shane added.

Dread cut into me like sharp daggers as I followed their gazes. Caine in his magnificent dragon form swooped down from the clouds. His emerald scaled brow furrowed and harshness filled his face that I’d only witnessed when he was fighting our enemies. Now I was his foe.

I swallowed hard. “Fuck. I so wish he was on my side right now. Sorry, this is all my fault. These are my men — my harem is under a spell — and long story short, I tried to break it, but my magic is screwing things up more.”

I expected them to balk or run away. Instead, they both grinned like maniacs and rolled their shoulders, prepping for a fight.

“This should be fun.” Shane cracked his knuckles.

“Do us a favor.” Dean winked at me, jogging backward into the street. “No more witchy stuff. Really don’t want a Godzilla-size dragon on our hands or multiple clones of one.”

Sirens wailed in the distance. Caine’s leathery wings above us darkened the street momentarily. People ran in panic. Behind me, Brice howled and the sound filled the air, making goosebumps skitter across my flesh.

Well, if my wolf didn’t kill me, my dragon would.

Shane took up my right while Dean stood at my left.

“Really appreciate all you two have done for me, but you should both go now.” I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt because of me.

“You distract the big guy, while I castrate him.” Dean’s hands shifted into clawed paws.

“Which big guy?” Shane looked behind us at Brice breaking through the window.

“The fire breathing dragon,” Dean snapped. “I’ll slice him and he’ll bleed out, weakening him.”

“No!” I spun to Dean. “They are my men — my court.” I hadn’t had a chance to completely explain what I was. Hell, I didn’t even really understand it myself.

Shane yanked me backward as Brice crashed into the streetlamp I had stood next to. “Looks like they want to retire.”

“No, no, it’s a spell that went wrong.”

Brice rose, shaking his head, snarling. The stench of burning wood filled the air. Caine!

“Get down,” I screamed, grabbing Dean and Shane and dodging behind a brick building.

Fire erupted down the street, hitting cars and catching a trashcan on fire. Black smoke choked the air.

“Fuck it,” Dean raked a hand through his sandy-colored hair. “Stay here. We’ll handle the lizard and the over-sized dog.”

“No, it’s suicide.” I grasped his arm.

“Nah,” he grinned, “I’ll bite him—”

“You’ll never get through dragon scales,” I rushed out.

“Are you kidding me? We honey badgers can chomp through a turtle shell with no problem. We even eat the bones of our enemies.”

He pulled me to him, giving me a rough kiss before sprinting away. My lips tingled.

The thought of him or his brother injured or worse sent a spike of pain into my chest. But I didn’t want Brice or Caine hurt either. Shit.


“I’ll collect my kiss slow and enjoy every minute of it later.” Shane winked at me before he dashed toward the dragon too.

My chest tightened. I couldn’t lose any of them. And as much as I wanted to fight with them, I couldn’t trust my magic. I had to get it under control. Between that and missing my men, I felt hollow inside. Like a chunk of me was missing. But I couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

I crept around the corner to a blackened city mailbox. Dean and Shane had already shifted. Black fur with a stark white streak ran from their heads and down their backs. They were human-sized honey badgers, but still way smaller than Caine in his dragon form and Brice since my magic made him a giant wolf.

One of the honey badgers, I couldn’t tell them apart at all, circled Caine. He made a weird, harsh rattle like Darth Vader laughing. The sound made goosebumps break out across my flesh.

Brice growled at his opponent who rushed him with teeth bared and my heart lurched into my throat.

There had to be something I could do. I couldn’t watch while Caine and Brice ripped apart my two new guys. I clenched my fists, my throat drying. The pendulum in my pocket grew hot, but I couldn’t take my gaze off my four men fighting each other.

A pungent odor wafted through the air. It was suffocating. Worse than dead skunk smell. I gagged, covering my mouth and nose with my hand. My eyes watered like mini-faucets.

Both my wolf and my dragon shook their heads, backing up a few steps. My honey badgers chased them down. What were they doing? If they had Brice and Caine backing away, why didn’t they leave?

I chewed on my lip, my fingers flipping through the charms on my bracelet to find any that spoke to me. Any that might work despite my magic being screwed up.

The sirens sounded closer now, but they’d be little help. People poured out of buildings, running for their lives. A woman screamed as Caine sent a burst of fire shooting at one of the honey badgers. My cry lodged in my throat and I dove forward, shoving the screaming woman out of the way.

The heat burned through me even though I was several yards away and cater-cornered from the direct blast. Smoke billowed, filling the street, and I couldn’t see anything. I fell to my hands and knees, struggling for air, for breath, coughing and choking on the thick smoke.

When the flames cleared, all that remained was a smoldering tree stump along the sidewalk and the metal shell of a bus.

“No—” I pushed myself up. My heart felt like it was being crushed under a mountain.

Before I could take a step forward, Brice launched at his attacker. His fangs sinking into the honey badger’s neck.

I stumbled forward. My legs shaking so hard, I didn’t think they’d support me. Brice and Caine couldn’t be stopped. It was time for me to end this before they hurt anyone else. I clipped off the skull charm. The one I had never used. The one my aunt had told me was the most dangerous one she’d ever heard about.



I had to do this. I clenched the charm in my fist, the edges cutting into my palm. Even if my spell killed me too.









OceanofPDF.com








Chapter 9











B
 efore I could reach the fight, Caine snapped his jaws on one of the honey badger’s necks and fear splintered in my chest.

No! I couldn’t let Dean or Shane, whichever one it was, die. A lump pressed into my throat. I clenched my skull charm tighter, the words of the spell on my lips.

Then something odd happened. The badger twisted around somehow, sinking his teeth into Caine’s snout.

My dragon roared, the honey badger free from his jaws, and the sound shook me to my core.

The honey badger released Caine and landed on the ground. He wasn’t dead and didn’t run away either, but stood fearless. Toe to toe against a dragon.

Brice fought with the other honey badger, trying to bite him on the neck or shoulder, but not seeming to break its skin. The animal twisted onto the wolf, nipping him in the paw. My wolf howled and drew his bleeding paw away.

The metal skull charm dug into my hand. Should I use it now and risk what the spell might do? It could hit Dean or Shane or even an innocent person. I couldn’t trust it and the honey badgers, amazingly, seemed to be holding their own.

Caine shifted back into his human form. This was bad. Really bad. In his human form, a dragon could summon magic. “Little weasel, I will kill you for this.”

Emerald light shone from Caine’s hands as he wove his spell.

“Stop, please!” I dashed forward. But I was too late.

The ball of enchantment struck the ground between Caine and the honey badger. A giant king cobra rose from the smoke, its hood up as it weaved back and forth, its sights focused on Dean or Shane. I had no way of knowing which one.

The cobra wove forward, striking the honey badger.

My cry strangled in my throat. But the snake bite didn’t seem to faze him. The honey badger bit into the magic-created cobra and the thing vanished.

“And how about another snake then?” Caine mocked, weaving his hands again. This time a puff adder twice the size of the cobra materialized.

The rattling hissing sounded again as the honey badger charged forward. This time, the snake struck hard and fast, the fangs breaking the skin. The enchantment faded into green wisps of smoke.

I turned to Brice and the other honey badger who were both bloody and snarling at each other.

Beyond Brice’s giant wolf form, stood Minh. At first, my heart lightened, until the determination of his dark gaze met mine. He wanted to kill me as did Brice and Caine. It felt like someone had hollowed out my insides and set them afire with gasoline. How could I endure watching my men wanting me dead… trying to kill me… trying to kill Dean and Shane for trying to protect me.

The pendulum in my pocket grew hot like it was trying to tell me something and I remembered how it had acted weird when it led me to Dean and Shane. I lifted it out with my fingers, the jasper stone from the pendulum scorching me.

“Ouch!” I flung the stone down, but instead of hitting the sidewalk, it sailed across the air along with the chain, burying itself into Minh’s chest.

Minh’s legs buckled and he fell.

“Oh God, oh God! No,” I screamed as I ran toward him. I’d killed him. No, no, no!
 “Minh!”

I fell to my knees beside his body. The sounds of fighting between Brice, Caine and the remaining honey badger faded.

His chest shuttered and stilled. Tears spilled down my cheeks. This was all my fault. If I hadn’t done the stupid spells, if I had waited and figured out what Magda had done to screw with my magic none of this would have happened. A shudder of despair rocked me back on my heels. Minh couldn’t be dead. I would fix this.

I placed my hands on his breastbone to start CPR. When the pendulum stung my palm I cringed, turning my hand over. Shit, the stone had cut open my palm.

But Minh took a gasping breath and I stopped caring about the stone. His eyes were wide. I scrambled away from him, not trusting myself. I was so mixed up that I might throw my arms around him while he strangled me.

“Karen?” He blinked, shaking his head as he sat up. “Where are we?”

A choked sob broke from my throat. “A-Are you okay… are you… you?”

He frowned. “Who else would I be?”

I took a ragged breath. “So you don’t want to kill me?”

“No, but—” His dark eyes widened. “What the hell is that? How is there a giant wolf in the middle of town?”

Relief flooded me. The stone had cured him, and I resisted the urge to hug him right now, because we needed to get Brice and Caine under control and I hoped the pendulum wasn’t out of juice yet.

“Get back, let me try to calm them down.” Minh stood, his face still pale. His magic gathered around him in blues and greens like the ocean. “Hapus pesona, bawa makhluk ini kembali ke bentuk aslinya.”

The magic pulsed, growing into a blinding seed that he thrust forward. It sailed the distance in a flash. The magic blossomed over Brice like a net. Slowly, he shrunk down, snarling and snapping as he did so.

His amber eyes stared right at me as though willing me closer so he could bite down on my throat. The fact that he still wanted to murder me made me sick to my stomach.

I couldn’t do this. Not without him and Caine. We had to face Magda and get the rest of my men, my court, my heart back.

Brice howled. The faint glow of the magic made his fur look darker than it was. At least he was his normal wolf size again.

“You two take that one.” Shane rushed past me. “I’ll keep the dragon busy.”

“Wait.” I grabbed for him to tell him my plan about using the pendulum, but he was too fast.

He morphed into his honey badger form again as he ran, shielding us from Caine’s wrath as the dragon roared at him.

“My magic isn’t breaking his mind-control.” Minh tossed another ball of magic at Brice.

But it only made the hackles on the wolf raise. He shook his head, charging for us.

The other badger, Dean, lay motionless on the street a few feet away. My heart burst in my chest. I couldn’t let Magda win. Not even with whatever Magda had done to make my magic backfire every time I tried to use it. If I didn’t do anything, she’d probably kill my Aunt Jess out of spite and torture my dad even more. The man I’d never met. The one who had shielded me even at the cost of his freedom.

Sorrow threatened to swallow me whole. Tears burned my eyes and I swallowed against the bile building up in the back of my throat. Anger rose inside me, white and hot.

The pendulum pulsed the inside of my palm again, but this time I was ready. I flung my hand out, letting it sail through the air and into Brice like it had with Minh.

Brice whined, skidding forward onto his side. His breathing became labored.

Behind me, Caine roared. He was back in his dragon form and if I didn’t do something, he was going to kill us all. I knew what to do now. If I didn’t get burned to a crisp trying. The scent of burning flesh and metal choked the air. Brice lay on his side, barely breathing. His legs twitched, a whimper escaping his muzzle.

Not waiting for Caine to blast us with his dragon fire, I dashed to Brice’s side. My hand trembled as I placed it over his chest like I had Minh’s.

“Revertetur,” I said the magic word and the pendulum sailed into my palm again.



All I had left to do was face a dragon.
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Chapter 10











D
 espite my resolve, my legs trembled as I sprinted the three feet to Caine. Shane, in his honey badger form, dodged right and left, out of reach of the dragon’s claws and teeth. It wouldn’t be long before Caine chomped him in half or burned him to death. Terror rippled down my spine. I had to stop this, save him — save all of them. My pulse thundered in my ears and the air stalled in my chest.

At least in his dragon form, Caine couldn’t cast magic as easily. Or I so hoped that was still the case.

I gripped the pendulum in my fist. I wasn’t sure why this was working and my magic wasn’t, but I would take what I could get. I’d do anything if it brought my men back to who they were before I fucked up.

Minh rushed to my side. “You’ve got a plan?”

“Yeah.” I lifted my chin to Caine. “Try not to get eaten or fried.”

He grasped my elbow. “Karen, we can’t lose you. Stay here and we’ll fight the dragon.”

“No, this is my fault.” I choked back, the words catching in my throat. “You can help by distracting him.”

Caine roared and fire spewed across the street.

“Duck,” I tackled Minh, knocking us both into the back of an abandoned, small truck.

Fire trucks squealed into view.


Shit.
 They were close. “Can you shield the firefighters and buy me some time?”

Minh nodded. He wove his magic, the blue and green swirls jabbed the firemen’s hose, blocking the water. Then he erected a shield over them. The dragon’s fire bore down on the men.

“Hurry,” Minh gasped, “I can’t hold this long.”

I pushed up onto my feet and sprinted toward Caine. All I needed was an opening, for him to rise so I could thrust the magic along with the pendulum into his chest.

Shane jogged up to me, back in his human form. Claw marks and blood covered his arms and neck, but I was glad he wasn’t unconscious any longer.

“What do you need?” He spoke with determination, showing no sign of being in pain at all.

“We have to stop my dragon breathing fire. He has to rear up in order to do so effectively.”

“Want me to ask him to tap dance too?” He grinned. “Cause with the right music—”

Caine roared, his wings beating the smoke around us into a mini-dust storm.

“Be ready.” Shane saluted me, then raced to Caine. He taunted the dragon by nipping his front legs.

“Caine—” Dryness filled the back of my throat and I coughed against the smoke. I thrust my hand out, the pendulum swinging widely from the chain. I had to break through this spell and reach him. I couldn’t lose him…or any of my men. “Please—”

The jasper flew out of my hand, straight at Caine’s chest and I held my breath. But instead of sinking into his flesh, like it had Brice and Minh, it bounced right off him.

Caine grabbed the honey badger that was biting his feet and threw him into the building, the wall crumbling down on top of him and my heart leapt in my throat, praying that Shane would be okay.

“No.” I dashed forward, holding out my hand. “Revertetur!”

My dragon’s serpentine eyes locked onto me, his muscles rippling under his scales.

I was dead. My life flashed before my eyes and that there was so much more I wanted to do. And I didn’t want to leave Caine like this. Not when I was the reason. I wouldn’t run from this. I took a step closer, my whole body shaking. Energy crackled along Caine’s body. His fire power already heating the air between us before he even blew out a flame.

Shane hobbled over and tackled me at the same time fire barreled over my head. Heat scorched the air, blistering my flesh. His claws dug into the earth making a large deep hole.

I shook my head. “I have to get the pendulum.”

He shoved his nose hard into my side, pushing me toward the hole.

“Stop, what are you doing?” My heels skidded across the ground. “Stubborn furball.”

Shane didn’t stop until I climbed into the hole. He wanted me to hide? Fuck no, not when all this was my fault. I scrambled to get out when the honey badger knocked into me and I fell backward. My ass hit the dirt and pain shot up my hip. Minh jumped in behind him, holding Dean, unconscious and still in his honey badger form in his arms. I was stuck with all of us crammed inside. I struggled to get free, but I couldn’t move with all three of their weight pinning me.

Minh’s shield snapped over us a split-second before fire roared overhead.

“W-What about the firefighters?” I choked out the words, already feeling claustrophobic that there wasn’t enough air. Their deaths were on me. Guilt rose in my chest and chewed holes in my soul.

“They are locked in a tsunami carrying them across town. It was the best I could do as my magic hasn’t fully recovered yet.”

The firefighters were going to be okay. Soaked and probably pissed with another mark against us supernaturals, but they were alive. I let out a shaky breath and sagged back in the safety of our pit.

Another stream of fire ignited overhead and the heat was so intense the hair on my arms singed.

“We’re going to be roasted.” I gritted my teeth.

Dean’s fur tickled my leg while Shane’s nose pressed against my arm. At least they both were still in their honey badger forms because there was barely enough space as it was.

I moved around. My elbow struck Minh’s stomach and he grunted.

“Sorry,” I said.

Fire raged overhead again and I felt like we were going to be barbecued alive. The air was stifling hot. Each inhale felt like I was baking my lungs. I coughed and choked. Minh’s magic shield waned as Caine stomped above us, trying to crush what remained of our protection. I needed to get the pendulum back and have it go into Caine like I did before with Brice and Minh. I had to try again. This time it had to work, I just had to get through the dragon’s tough hide. Somehow get him to switch back into his human form.

Caine roared, backing off momentarily. What had made him stop trying to smash us?

I shifted, lifting my head to peek out past the edge of the hole. Caine was headed straight for someone shouting at him several yards away. I squinted to make out who it was.

Oh God, Brice! He was out there, and he was himself again in his human form.

“Let me up.” I pushed against both Dean and Shane’s animal forms and Minh.

“Get your ass back down or you’ll be killed,” Minh hissed.

“Brice is out there! And I’m not waiting in here for us to be fried.” I knelt, pushing up on my hands to climb out of the hole. Above me, Minh’s shield wobbled then dissolved into nothing. The torn concrete cut into my palms as I lifted myself out.

Standing, my heart wrenched at seeing Brice, who was trying to get the dragon away so I could escape. Caine’s head whipped around in my direction with a snarl.

Caine’s eyes focused on me with such hatred, I felt like I’d been splayed open.

“You wanna kill me?” I held my hands out to my sides. “Go ahead.”

“Shit, Karen! What are you doing?” Minh stood beside me.

Shane shifted into his human form, his head already shaking before the transformation was complete. Why wasn’t Dean waking up? Best thing I could do for him right now was buy him time to recover. Still, I pushed aside my unease. I needed to deal with a huge dragon to deal with first.

“But I want you to do it in your human form, Caine.” I lifted my chin. “Equal ground.”

He huffed. I could squish you right now,
 his dragon voice vibrated in my mind.

“Guess you don’t have the balls to do it in your human form.” I lowered my arms so he wouldn’t see them trembling. He could probably still smell my fear though.

Brice growled, moving toward me. I held up my hand, stopping him. I needed Caine to concentrate on me — only me.


Your fear reeks, pathetic girl.


“Girl, huh? I figured you wouldn’t have the guts to kill me without your fangs and fire.”

“Karen,” Minh hissed. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

“If that’s what it takes.” I didn’t take my gaze off Caine in his dragon form. I hoped he took my bluff.


You are as foolish as a bug, thinking the foot will not squish it.


“Show me.” I lifted my chin. I was tired of this crap. Tired of being scared. Tired of running. “It’d be pretty easy in your dragon form, but you couldn’t take me in your human one.”

Minh grasped my arm, but I shook him off.

“Keep everyone back, no matter what happens.” Please let this work.
 I had to get Caine off the streets before he hurt anyone else and I was running out of ideas.

“You know I can still castrate him,” Shane called out.

Caine roared, sparks spewing out of his mouth.

“Not helping.” I shook my head at the honey badger who winked at me. “It’s just you and me, dragon. Focus on me — I’m the one you want.”




Yeeessss. I will end you.
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Chapter 11











“A
 re you scared to take my dare, dragon?” I taunted when Caine still hadn’t shifted into his human form. Magically, I was no match for him in either form, but I’d already tried the pendulum and it couldn’t get through his scales. This was my only other option. If he didn’t kill me with his magic before I had the chance to try again.

My pendulum lay beyond his hind leg. If I went for it now, he would know something was up. The urge to bolt skittered through my body. Running would be easy. Caine would hunt me down though. And I had enough to worry about without adding a dragon that wanted to kill me to the mix.

It came down to me and him. The first shifter I’d chosen as part of my court. He’d protected me and brought me together with Leo, Gregg, and Jerry who formed the foundation of the twelve I needed. And I needed and wanted all of them. Including Dean and Shane whom I’d just met.

My gaze flicked to Shane again, laying so still and pale and my heart lurched. He had to be okay. Minh could help remove the magic venom or something. But he couldn’t do any of that with Caine trying to kill us.

“Karen, get out of here,” Brice panted, still recovering from his wounds against the honey badgers. “Let us handle this.”

“Not a chance.” I straightened, turning my attention back to the dragon. “I think Caine is a coward not facing me as a human.”

Caine puffed out a cloud of smoke that heated the air between us.

“Well?” I crossed my arms, hoping to poke his ego so much he didn’t notice the acidic scent of my fear clinging to me.

Caine let out a growl, shaking me to my bones, but he morphed back into his human form.

Now! I dove into a roll while he was distracted with transforming. I snatched up the pendulum, my elbow skidding across the concrete in my haste. I let out a hiss against the sting of pain.

His sparkling emerald eyes narrowed as his mouth twisted into a snarl. His magic swirled in his hands.


Oh, fuck!


The power sizzled in the air straight toward me. I dove to the side, but I wasn’t fast enough. Not nearly enough. Shane dove in front of me, Caine’s magic striking him instead of me.

“No,” I screamed, falling on my knees beside him.

He jerked, his body convulsed.

“Shane, oh God.” I twisted around for help. “Minh! Help him.”

I glanced back at Caine who showed zero remorse. He wasn’t my dragon, my love. If I didn’t do something, he’d attack Brice and Minh too or they’d die trying to protect me.

“Playtime is over, Caine.” I threw the pendulum at his chest. “Educ de custodia draco ad me.”

The multi-colored jasper stone sailed through the air. But before it reached Caine’s torso, he snatched it into his palm and hissed.

“No,” I yelled, my whole body shaking.

“Get down.” Brice tackled me as Caine’s magic sizzled over our heads.

“Why won’t you die, witch,” Caine rumbled.

If he morphed into his dragon again, we were all dead. I just had to surprise him and thrust the pendulum into his chest. Of course, first I had to get it back from him.

“Your tricks won’t work on me,” Caine muttered a spell under his breath, and the pendulum in his hand exploded into a thousand slivers.

My heart felt each of those fragments. Tears burned the back of my eyes. We were doomed. Brice rose, putting himself between me and Caine. I glanced at the devastation around us. How it looked like a bomb had gone off on this side of the city. Melted cars and smoking buildings. Flames licked the remains scattered around us.

This wasn’t Caine.

And he’d want me to stop him. However, I could.

“Let me pass.” My voice was hoarse as I eased around Brice.

“No, Karen, he’ll kill you.” Brice grasped my arm, trying to pull me back behind him. “I know what’s going on in his mind. H-He doesn’t see you. He sees the enemy.”

“What do you mean?”

“He sees Magda, not you. No matter what you say or do, it’s all he knows.”

“He’s right.” Minh nodded.

How was I going to get through to Caine that I wasn’t her? However I was going to do this, I needed to do it now.

“Then I’m the only one who can end this.” If I didn’t get through to Caine, then he’d kill me. Maybe that would break the spell. I had no idea, but I had to try everything I could to reach him despite the illusion.

“Whatever happens,” I brushed my lips across Brice’s, then Minh’s, “Keep the humans from getting hurt. And watch over Dean and Shane. A-And try to help my Aunt Jess and the others if she’s still alive.” My voice cracked on her name. I missed her so much.

“Karen,” Brice growled low and deep, his gray eyes darkening. “Don’t.”

“I have to.” I pushed away from him before I changed my mind. Before I gave into my terror and ran the other way. There were so many people that I loved counting on me to make my magic work, to make this all right again. I couldn’t let them down. I would fight until the very end.

I faced Caine, holding my hands up. “I surrender, Caine.”

“Karen, no,” Minh cried out, but I kept walking toward my dragon shifter.

He arched an eyebrow at my approach, his jaw set. But he didn’t lash out with his power. My entire body trembled anyway, anticipating his blast, almost feeling the heat of his magic as he turned me to ash.

I wasn’t afraid of him. I was afraid of after… what he would do when he discovered who I really was. He’d been my first, the cornerstone of my court, he’d fought to protect me and won my heart.

My mouth went dry as I thought of our times together. How short they seemed now. How there wasn’t enough time to love him and be loved by him. How much I wanted a lot more.

Tears slid down my cheeks, but I kept my hands raised.

He sneered. “Your tricks won’t fool me.”

“I know,” I squeezed out. “You are my all-powerful dragon.”

His power ebbed in his hands, growing, seeking.

“Karen!” Brice yelled.

I glanced over my shoulder at him. Minh rushed toward the wolf shifter, tackling him. My Matsyāṅganā. He understood what I had to do. He didn’t like it any more than Brice, but it was a matter of honor. Of keeping everyone I loved and the innocent bystanders safe. A form of Seppuku… except I was using dragon magic instead of a blade.

“Do what you must.” I faced Caine. “I forgive you for this and for everything.” He would know what I meant. How I no longer was angry with him holding me back when we had faced Magda. When I’d lost Alessandro, Ben, Gregg, Jerry and Leo, I’d blamed Caine. If I had stayed, I’d have died and she would’ve taken all of my men. I saw now how much Caine sacrificed to save me.

Caine hesitated a brief second before blasting me. His power wafted through me. Bright emerald flames crackling across my skin. I screamed as pain seared into my flesh.

Somehow I stayed standing. And the urge to reach Caine, to touch him one last time, to tell him how I felt overwhelmed me.

I took one step forward. Then another and slowly, another. I clenched my teeth as the magic charred through my flesh. I was being cooked alive, but I couldn’t stop. Not while I was still breathing. Not while I could move. I let out a gasping scream as the fire bit into the muscles all over my body, melting me all the way to my bones.

Caine stared at me with his eyes wide. Disbelief mixed with a flicker of recognition. Oh God, he was realizing the truth now. I wasn’t Magda. Or maybe I was disillusioned with false hope because my eyes were starting to seal shut.

My hand reached out to him, pain shredding into me. “I love you, Caine.”

Before he could blast me again, I fell forward. I didn’t have the pendulum any more, only the place where it had cut into my hand earlier and a cut where my hand had been cut open when I climbed out of the hole earlier. This was my last chance. I focused all I had — my will, my magic, my love into bringing my dragon back. With my palm tingling from the cuts, I slapped my palm on his chest over his heart.



Fire and smoke seared my lungs and I couldn’t breathe. I was okay with dying here in his arms.
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Chapter 12











C
 oldness pressed into every pore, every atom. I gasped as white-hot pain jolted through my body. My arms thrashed out, but someone held me close to their chest.

It couldn’t be the grim reaper or an angel, right? Because whoever held me had a heartbeat strong and fast against my ear.

Still, I tried to push away, but they held me tight. Cool magic pinched across my skin, feeling good and scalding all at the same time.

“Let the magic heal you,” Minh said, his voice pinched and sounded from somewhere behind me.

Brice grumbled under his breath like he was fighting changing back into his wolf at seeing me in pain.

“I-I’m—” Why did talking feel like I had sharp rocks in my throat? “What hap—”

“Take it easy,” Minh interrupted me. “Let our magic finish.”


Our.
 I loved the sound of that. My eyes were glued shut, but I forced them open, even though it felt as if it would’ve been easier to lift two elephants.

Caine held me and his power worked with Minh’s to fix me. Then I glanced down at his shirt. It had a huge hole in it. I frowned, pushing up slightly to squint at something on his chest.

My fingers were blackened and puffy when I went to move aside the frayed material to see what was on his skin.

“Would you quit squirming?” Caine gently grasped my fingers in his. “I can’t concentrate on healing you from dragonfire if you keep tickling me.”

“Oh?” Later I would pursue that when I didn’t feel like a burnt marshmallow. Which was my favorite kind to eat, but it sucked all over to mimic one.

Caine kissed the tip of my nose, and love swelled through me. This was the way things should be. My dragon was back to himself again along with Brice and Minh.

“Wait, what about Dean and Shane?” I croaked out the words past my charred throat.

“Dean will recover. We need to heal you first, your injuries are more severe,” Minh said.

I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t manage to move an inch. “Wait, what about Shane? He was hit with Caine’s snake magic—isn’t that as potent as a cobra’s?”

“Dean is sleeping off the poison,” Minh said.

“How is that possible?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Brice chimed in. “Apparently, Honey Badgers have a high immunity to venom though it can knock them out. Or so Google
 says.”

“And Shane?”

“He hit the brick wall pretty hard and cracked his skull and a couple of broken bones,” Caine said almost like he appreciated that Shane could have kept fighting with his injuries, “but he’s resting and recovering quickly.”

I relaxed against Caine’s chest, the healing magic taking away the sharp edges of my pain. There were six of us now, if Dean and Shane wanted to join us after everything. We’d be up against Magda, the other five of my men, my aunt and possibly my dad. Not great odds.

Couldn’t blame Dean and Shane if they wanted to bail and never set eyes on me again. Though a pang hit my chest at that thought.

But my men were right. First, I needed to heal. Second, find out if Dean and Shane were onboard. Third, find the two remaining shifters to complete the twelve signs of the zodiac. This time I didn’t have the pendulum to help me.

Brice squatted beside me and Caine, offering his hand, and I gratefully took it in mine. My fingers weren’t as blackened as they were a moment ago, but they still ached. Behind me, Minh sank onto his knees, his hands lightly touching my back. I hissed in a breath at the brush of my skin. It felt like I had a super-nasty sunburn back there. Better than being burnt into charcoal though.

Briefly, I closed my eyes, sinking deeper into Caine’s embrace and let the cool tingles of his magic wash over me.

“Do you feel well enough to travel?” Caine asked, brushing the top of my head with his chin.

“Now?” I groaned. “I feel like warmed-up roadkill.”

He rumbled something I couldn’t make out. “We can’t sit out here in the middle of the street forever.”

Yeah, ’cause Magda might come and rip our hearts out. Or mine at least. She seemed to like collecting men as prizes. “Okay, but I don’t think I can fly with you.”

I was hella exhausted. It was hard keeping my eyes open much less holding onto a dragon.

“I can put a sleeping spell on you,” Minh offered. “So you won’t feel any pain while we transport you back home.”

“I like the sound of — home — okay. Bring Dean and Shane too. Once they recover, they can decide if they want to stay or go. But I won’t abandon them while they are unconscious.”

“Fine,” Caine said. “But if they shed or release their foul stench in my place, I’m tossing them off the cliff.”

Caine’s mansion was more a home to me now after everything that had happened at my Aunt Jess’ place. Though it wouldn’t feel complete until I had all my men back.

“Knock me out for the ride though.” I needed to find the two remaining shifters — if Dean and Shane even wanted to have a part in my life.

Minh glanced over my head at Caine and I could feel a silent exchange between them. An uneasiness sank in my gut. They were up to something.

“Wait. I changed my mind.” I tried to push out of Caine’s arms, but it was too late.

Minh muttered a spell under his breath and the tendrils of it sank into my skin, racing through my veins. My body went limp like I’d been shot with an anesthesia cocktail spiked with dragon magic on top of it.



The edges of my vision blackened. “You bast—”
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Chapter 13











W
 arm lips nibbled on mine, and I moaned, trying to wake up. Hands brushed up my thighs while two more trailed across the tops of my breasts. Okay, so maybe it was better to sink further into this dream.

“Please say you’re awake and wanting this as much as we do,” Dean’s husky voice sent a shiver of anticipation to my core.

When I didn’t answer, both of their hands froze, then pulled away. The cold air rushing over me made me clench my teeth.

“Shit,” Shane cursed. “You were rubbing up against us and moaning. We thought you—”

And my pulsing heat gripped me in a chokehold. My body bucked on the bed. I was going into fucking heat again.

“Please,” I managed to push the words out. “Yes, please.”

Their hands returned to my body and my eyes fluttered open. Passion filled their gazes, their nostrils flaring as though they scented my arousal as well.

“Wait,” I gasped, placing my fingers to Dean’s lips before he kissed me. “Th-There’s a cost.”

I couldn’t get out what I meant. My thoughts weren’t connecting to my tongue properly. All my mouth wanted to do was taste these two gorgeous men. To claim them. Add them to my pack.

“We know.” Shane laid down behind me, pressing his pelvis against my ass and resting his hands on my hips. His cock was against me, hard through his briefs. “Minh explained everything to us.”

Shane brushed my hair back, exposing my neck and paused.

“What?” I managed to squeak out. My heart pounded in my chest, my libido was going haywire.

“You’re okay with this? With both of us?” Shane asked.

Dean stared down at me, both of them waiting for permission.

“Hell, yes.”

The grin on Dean’s face had me forgetting how to breathe.

Shane kissed my neck and along my jawline. I pushed against him, wanting more. His sensual, full lips moved across my skin. His teeth grazed along my neck, forging a fire within me only they could quench.

Dean’s hands grasped my breasts, firm and possessive, and I gasped in pleasure.

Chills raced up and down my spine. My heat pulsed out from my core. I let out a moan, wanting both of them naked and inside me.

Slowly, Dean traced my nipples, making them strain for more. My breasts felt hot and heavy.

Shane nuzzled my neck and trailed a hand lazily down my stomach and across my thigh. My pulse increased. Shane’s hand lowered, dipping into my underwear. My heartbeat pounded in my head as I squirmed to give him better access.

His brother bent over me, tugging my T-shirt up to expose my breasts. Dean opened his mouth and took one into the wet heat inside. He sucked and licked, driving me insane. I grabbed his cock, squeezing and running my hand up and down his length.

Shane groaned, a slight moan escaping his lips as I writhed against him.

I was eager to have them both. Reaching behind me, I grab Shane’s cock with my other hand, pumping them both. I was rewarded with twin growls and Shane’s fingers slid across my clit.

“I want to bury myself inside you,” Shane murmured, his warm breath fanned across the back of my neck.

“You taste so sweet.” Dean moved from one breast to another.

“Please,” I whimpered, unable to think while I rode the waves of yearning that crashed into me with every heartbeat.

I pulled Dean down so I faced him and became a yummy, twin honey badger sandwich.

Both men shed their underwear. I shot my head back and forth between them, almost giving myself whiplash, because they were identical in every way. From the black ink tattoos of barbed wire, Egyptian Ankhs and ocean waves running up their left arms and a spiked sun across one side of their chests.

Behind me, Shane dug his fingers into my ass cheeks, spreading them as the tip of his cock pushed into me.

“Yes, oh God, yes,” I cried out. “Hurry.”

Desperation clawed through me.

Shane leaned away from me and pulled a tube off the nightstand.

My eyes fluttered closed as Dean yanked my panties off and leaned over to kiss me. I relished in the feel of his tongue teasing mine. He tasted like honey and wine. I was drunk on lust and having both of these handsome men touch me. How they wanted me and were as hungry for me as I was them.

“I can’t wait to make you cum, beautiful.” The sexy heat of Shane’s voice had me glowing.

Finished putting on lube, Shane slowly pushed his cock into my ass. Shudders of pleasure rippled through me. All the while, Dean fingered my clit, bringing me to the edge of ecstasy and sucking on my breast until I was melting on the bed.

Dean shifted, guiding his cock to my liquid heat. His kisses were hard and deep, eliciting mewls of pleasure from me as Shane pressed further into my ass. Then I froze as Dean pushed deeper into me. My body quivered, adjusting to their girth. Jolts of pleasure radiated out from my core.

I broke away from Shane’s mouth, now taking Dean’s. Both men slowly, agonizingly pumped in and out of me.

I arched my back, forcing Dean in deeper.

“Fuck!” He thrust in harder, faster.

With a guttural growl, Shane picked up his pace as well. I was stuffed with both men and I couldn’t stop. Didn’t want to stop. I grasped Dean’s shoulders, holding on as pleasure rode me.

“Your pussy is so wet and tight.” His fingers reached between us and stroked my clit, sending me over the edge.

I groaned, my voice raw. Both of their cocks buried to the hilt inside me, stuffed me completely. I wanted them to fuck me into oblivion. Needed another release. I couldn’t get enough.

Shane grabbed a handful of my hair, yanking my head back as he thrust even deeper into my ass than I thought possible. Pleasure surged forward.

“You are ours and we are yours,” Dean said in a deep, husky voice that made a climax whip through me.

“Say it.” Shane’s fingers moved from my hair and reached around to take over from Dean, circling my clit faster, building another orgasm in me. His thrusts smacked in unison with his brother’s. Their movements grew more frantic, pounding into me. My sex spasmed and I came so hard that I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move.

It was hard to concentrate enough to speak. When I first claimed my inner court, I’d been hesitant. Not now. Now I yearned to have these two as my lovers all the time along with the rest of my men.

I forced the words out. “You both are mine.” I licked my lips. My pussy contracted over and over as waves of pleasure carried me away. I was soaking wet, sated.

“I’m yours,” I whispered the words, unable to move.

“I’m gonna cum,” Dean groaned, thrusting deep inside my pussy.

After a few more strokes, Shane clutched my hips, spilling his release into my ass as well.

Tangled in their arms and legs, I reeled with satisfaction. My body practically hummed as I tried to catch my breath.

My eyes started to drift closed. I felt like I could sleep for days like this. With Dean and Shane in my bed and ready to fuck me.

A searing pain pierced two spots on my back and I screamed. Acid burned on my lower back.

“What is it?” Dean held my arms, keeping me from thrashing around.

Behind me, Shane’s legs covered mine to hold me still.

“I…can’t…breathe…”

“Yes, you can.” Dean placed his hands on my face, forcing me to look at him. “With me. In… out… in out.”

Everything in me was an inferno, shredding me to ash with blades of fire.



Blackness spiked across my vision. My lungs craved air. The burning pain wrapped around my back made it impossible to concentrate or even remember how to breathe.
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Chapter 14











“F
 uck, Karen,” Shane’s voice sounded far away.

The muscles in my back felt like they were being ripped out of me with razor blades. I gasped in a scream, my vision wavered. The death curse Magda put on me was growing stronger with each shifter I added to my harem. Acid bubbled up under my skin, sinking across my lower back like it was jamming into my kidneys.

Dean cupped my face, staring into me, panic etched across his features. I focused on his eyes dark and rich like cognac and they were my lifeline back. The mirror image of his brother. Of how they accepted me. Both wanted to be with me and part of my screwed up life.

I gasped in a breath that burned down my sternum.

“Breathe,” Shane said behind me. His hand rubbed up and down my arm.

The door to the bedroom slammed against the wall and Caine burst into the room. He took me in and both honey badgers. With a growl, he said, “What the hell did you two do to her?”

“Stop.” I held up my hand, panting from the agony and barely being able to breathe without stabbing pain. “No more fighting, not amongst ourselves. I feel like it’s ripping me to pieces inside.”

Concern burned in his gaze and he rushed to my side. “You can get through this.”

Caine’s words were a balm to me.

Slowly, the pain faded to a sharp ache. Shane shifted from behind me and the silk sheets brushed across my back, making me hiss out as a new wave of pain seared my skin. God, I hated this. Hated having Magda control this aspect of my life. She’d taken so much from me and now every time I claimed a mate, I felt like I paid for it with a pound of flesh and a pound of blood.

“What happened?” Shane asked in a hoarse whisper, and I realized how freaky this must have been to him and his brother.

If I said anything, I was going to start bawling about how unfair this was and how I hated Magda. I waved a hand for Caine to explain and sat up, wrapping my arms around my knees. My back was still achingly sore and even the air hitting it, stung.

Caine released a hollow-sounding sigh. “Magda, the previous thirteenth zodiac sign, has put a death curse on Karen.”

“Fuck!” Dean leaped from the bed, his hands balled into fists.

I winced from his outburst. I couldn’t blame them if they changed their minds and wanted nothing more to do with me. But that thought made my heart hurt ten-times worse than anything Magda had done to me.

“And the pain?” Shane looked from Caine to me.

“Might as well show them.” Brice leaned against the doorway.

Might as well get this over with. Let them freak out and run for the door. Slowly, I crawled across the bed then stood with my back in front of Dean and Shane. Their sharp inhales told me what they saw. All ten of my men’s animals were etched into my back like tattoos including Dean and Shane’s honey badgers newly made ones.

“What happens when she collects all twelve men?” Shane asked. “Won’t the death spell activate and kill her?”

“We have to take the chance.” I faced them, shivering now as the cool air wafted over my skin. “If we don’t, Magda wins and all the shifters everywhere will go insane. She’ll kill my Aunt Je—” my voice cracked. Fighting Magda was more important than my own life. There were innocents at risk who didn’t deserve any of this.

Minh entered the bedroom, bringing me a shirt with the back slit open.

“Thanks.” I pulled the shirt over my head, trying to push down the emotions threatening to choke me. How I was terrified of not losing my own life, but of all those I loved. “Magda has five of my men and my aunt. We have to get them back. Not to mention she has other shifters she’s trapped to serve her… possibly even my dad.”

“Your father?” Shane’s dark eyes widened. “How do you know this?”

“I don’t.” I shook my head. Part of me wanted to stop for two seconds and catch my breath. To try and feel human rather than having to rush forward at full speed. But I couldn’t rest. She had pieces of my life and I was hollow without them. “Call it a hunch. I’m not even sure of the truth about my past anymore. Aunt Jess said my parents loved each other, but Magda—”

“Is a lying bitch,” Caine finished for me. “I would not believe anything she tells you.”

“I can’t dismiss it. Too many things don’t add up.” And I wanted to get to the truth, no matter how horrible it might be, though everything inside me knotted up with the anticipation of their answer. I couldn’t blame them if they decided to bail instead of staying. I turned to Dean and Shane. “If you want to withdraw from your commitment, I understand. Neither of you signed up for this showdown.”

“Are you kidding?” Dean gave me a crooked smile while Shane winked. “We never back down from a fight.”

I nodded, but my stomach twisted harder. I had to be certain they knew the risks. Loving me came with danger. “Then I won’t lie to you. There are no guarantees in this. The last time I faced Magda, she nearly killed me.” My gaze met my dragon’s. “If it wasn’t for Caine stopping me, I would’ve died and she would’ve completely won. I went after her half-cocked, so to speak, with my circle incomplete, and it cost us dearly.”

“She has the power of her circle including Karen’s powerful shifters on her side.” Brice crossed his arms, but didn’t leave his perch in the doorway. “We’ll be going up against her without full ammunition again.”

Caine added, “This time, she knows what to expect. We’ve lost the element of surprise.”

I swallowed against the growing lump in my throat. “Another thing to worry about.” As if we didn’t have enough. As if my life wasn’t falling apart around me no matter how hard I tried to keep it all together. “My magic. We can’t depend on it helping us.”

“What?” Shane glanced around at all of us.



“My magic… it’s not working like it should. Remember?”
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Chapter 15











“B
 ut you’re half-witch, right?” Dean rubbed his smooth chin. “How do we fix this? You said your magic was screwed up, and we witnessed that when turned Brice into a fucking huge wolf, but what else does it mean?”

I sat down heavily on the bed. After fighting to get Brice, Caine, and Minh back to normal and the agony of my back adding the tattoos of Dean and Shane, I couldn’t remain on my feet without falling over any longer.

“All my life, I’ve had to have a focus to direct my magic.” I shrugged a shoulder, then instantly regretted it as fresh pain tore up my back. After cringing from the sharpness of the movement, I refocused on the honey badgers. “Before the battle with Magda, silver or copper charms worked the best. Now, they refuse my magic. Turn it around and make a mess of it as you saw today.”

“Then how did you break the spell on me and the others?” Minh sat beside me, taking my hand in his.

I bit the inside of my cheek, trying to sort out all that had happened in the last few hours. “A pendulum worked for a while. It even brought me to Dean and Shane.”

“Yeah, and it nearly got you run over.” Shane crossed his arms and leaned against the dresser.

“I didn’t say it was perfect, but it also helped me return Brice and Minh to themselves. Then it stopped working and Caine blasted it into a thousand pieces.”

Caine made a face. “We can get you another.”

I nodded, but something told me it wouldn’t be easy. The pendulum had worked too well. Maybe I should try a wand. I always wanted to use one, but when I had tried as a kid, the wood would either turn to ash in my hand or give me such a painful zap that I’d drop the thing.

“What’s your plan now, Karen?” Brice stepped deeper into the bedroom. “Every moment we wait is a chance for Magda to get stronger. To send an ambush.”

“I need to try and find another magical focal point. Something I can work with like the jasper stone of the pendulum.” I stood, my legs buckling and Minh caught me before I hit the floor.

“You’re not going anywhere,” Caine growled. “Not until you’ve had rest and nourishment.”

“He is right.” Minh held me in his arms. “You are in no shape to fight anyone at the moment.”

That didn’t make me feel any better. “Fine, but we need to complete our circle. Any ideas where we can find the last two zodiac signs?” I paused. “Wait, you two are twins, so you’re the same sign. So we need three more?”

“We’re double signs.” Shane’s cocky smile made my heart flutter. “Gemini and Aries in the human zodiac. We were born on the cusp, so to speak. Aries is our main sign, but we are also part of the Gemini because we are twins.”

“Cool.” I nodded. “Okay, so we only need two more members. Any ideas?”

“You could check out the shifter bar in town,” Dean offered with a shrug. “Lots of guys hang out there.”

“Won’t hurt to try.” I looked at all my men here with me and my heart still ached for those who Magda had.

“I don’t like it.” Caine glared at Dean and Shane. “Unsavory characters could be there. You can’t allow just anyone into your circle, Karen. No matter how desperate you are.”

Dean clicked his tongue. “You insulting us, dragon? Maybe you didn’t get enough of our claws and teeth earlier. Or maybe you’re jealous ‘cause we’re much better looking than a scaled beast. Nicer for Karen to cuddle with and double the pleasure.”


Oh shit!


Caine lunged with a roar that pierced my eardrums. He moved faster than my tired eyes could follow, a blur streaking across the room.

In a blink, he had both Dean and Shane by the throats, pinned up against the wall. His nostrils flared making black puffs of smoke waft across their faces.

“Stop,” I cried against my still sore throat despite Minh’s healing and tried to stand up. “Stop it, Caine. We are all in this together, remember?”

Was he having doubts about sharing me with the others? I hadn’t expected all the guys to get along as well as they did. But I couldn’t handle them being at each other’s throats.

“She is right.” Minh pulled me to his side so I could lean against him for support. “Fighting with each other does no good.”

Brice rubbed the back of his neck. “I know those two are arrogant asses, but they’ve pledged themselves to Karen and fighting Magda as we all have.”

“Watch yourselves.” Caine hissed out a growl releasing them. “You’re still lower court jokes.”

“Caine,” I snapped. “That’s not true. I care for each of you the same. This isn’t some hierarchy where I rule and those who joined first get special privileges. We are all in this together. Equally.”

“Any time, dragon, we can end this with a swipe at your groin and watch your blood spill out.” Dean puffed out his chest.

“All three of you, stop it,” I said.

Both Dean and Shane seemed to irritate Caine merely by their presence. It didn’t help that they were cocky and didn’t back down. Caine, as my dragon shifter, had been at the top of the totem pole. Now he had competition and he wasn’t handling it well at all.

“We are in this together. Fighting amongst ourselves isn’t going to make us stronger, it’s going to rip us apart even more. We need to be a synergetic whole if we have any chance of beating Magda and getting the others back.”

“I agree with Karen,” Minh said, giving me a slight bow.

Brice nodded with a crooked smile. “Ditto.”

“Fine.” Caine marched to the door. “Do whatever you want. But trusting anything that comes out of those two stink bombs’ mouths is a mistake. I will do whatever it takes to protect Karen, even if it means burning each and every one of you to a crisp.”

“You really need to feed him more dragon kibble,” Shane said in a sarcastic voice.



How were we ever going to face Magda if I couldn’t keep the men from arguing with each other?









OceanofPDF.com








Chapter 16











“E
 nough. None of this bickering is helping.” I brushed a loose hair out of my face with a shaky hand. This was exactly what Magda would want. Us tearing into each other, and my men arguing like this made knots tighten in my gut.

“Tell the immature weasels that,” Caine said from the doorway, looking straight at Dean and Shane.

“Badgers,” Dean’s voice was low. “Honey Badgers.”

“Right.” Caine clicked his tongue and strode out of the room.

“Stop it, just stop.” I flopped down, sitting on the edge of the bed, hugging my stomach. My life had gone to shit.

“You need to get something to eat.” Minh squatted in front of me. “Too much magic use and fighting, your qi is nearly depleted.”

I nodded, my throat dry. Even though I wasn’t hungry at all, he was right. Magda could strike at any time and being too weak to stand up on my own wasn’t going to save my aunt or my men.

He patted my leg. “Good girl. I will order for us all.”

“Thank you.” I squeezed his hand.

After he left, Dean and Shane cocked their heads, their gazes flashing over me.

“You know.” Shane rubbed a finger across his lower lip. “There are easier ways of getting tattoos.”

I sighed wryly because I wanted this to be over. To be free and be able to love my men without fear or worry. “It’s Magda’s death spell and it manifests each time I chose a mate.”

Dean frowned. “Then stop picking up men.”

“It’s not that simple. We won’t be at full power until I have two more. We can’t go up against her and the men she stole from me without completing the circle.” I remembered when Elder Warren told me I had to have twelve mates. I didn’t believe him nor did I see myself even having one shifter lover. Now I had ten. I placed my hands on either side of my thighs against the mattress, trying to get the willpower to stand, but my muscles felt heavy and lethargic. “Not having the full circle would result in shifters going insane. And I don’t know how much time we have before that happens.” Or if it already was, even with my men. Nausea rolled through me. I couldn’t lose them... any of them.

Both Dean and Shane looked abashed.

“Why are you two looking like that?” My heart crawled up into my throat.

“We’ve seen crazies sporadically on the road.” Dean shook his head.

“It’s happening again.” The night I met Caine, shifters around us were either trying to forcefully claim me, rip each other apart, or a few like Jerome and Marc who wanted to kill me rather than have a half-blood be their thirteenth zodiac. Never mind Magda was a full-blooded witch and they seemed fine with her. I’d thought things had calmed down since I claimed my first circle, but what if Magda taking my men had thrown everything out of whack? Or worse, what if she’d harmed them? I couldn’t think about the possibility right now. I had to fix this or none of us were getting out of this.

“So what do we do about it?” Shane asked.

“Karen isn’t doing anything until she’s recovered and rested,” Brice growled, the sound vibrating in his chest.

“No, Shane is right.” My comment was met with a glare from Brice. “I can’t sit around and do nothing. You two have been across the country with your business. What do you suggest?”

“That shifter bar on the outskirts of town,” Dean offered.

“Fuck. She’s not going to that shitty bar.” A muscle in Brice’s jaw twitched.

“I think it’s worth a try,” Minh said from the hallway. “By the way, the food should be here in twenty.”

“It’s settled then. Four against two.” I didn’t doubt Caine wasn’t going to like this plan at all, but it was the best place to start. And having a bar stuffed with shifters was the fastest way to see if any meshed with me and my men. I hoped my power could take it if we came up empty-handed. The longer we waited, the stronger Magda was going to get and the more opportunity she had to kill my aunt and torture my men.






* * *




I
 n the hallway, Minh touched my arm, making me pause while the others went ahead into the living room. “Hey, are you okay?”

“No.” I sighed, leaning into him and letting his arms wrap around me in a hug. “I’m worried about a million things.”

“I know.” He stroked my back. “How about you tell me one of the problems at a time and we’ll see if we can tackle it together?”

I couldn’t burden him with Magda. She was the mega of all issues. “I’m worried you all can’t find peace among yourselves and are more than happy to attack each other without a spell to cause it. So how is it going to go with a bar full of shifters? What if I go into heat while we’re there?”

He cupped my face, pulling me back to look at him, then brushing his lips across mine. “Give Caine and the others time. Each of us is worried about you and doing right by you. You’ve only recently forgiven Caine for holding you back against Magda… his pride was bruised.”

“You’re right. I was in a dark place with my aunt taken and the others stolen, and my inability to save them. I took my frustration and anger out on Caine, but he did the right thing.” I shivered. What if I screwed up again because we weren't ready to fight Magda? Or the death curse she put on me might kill me way before we even cross paths with her again. “We’d probably be dead right now if it wasn’t for him.”

Minh placed his fingers under my chin and gently lifted my head. “Everything will work out. I believe in you. All of us do.”

“What if I’m making a mistake by going to the bar?” I searched his dark eyes for any flicker of agreement with my words. “Maybe this isn’t a smart decision.”

“Karen,” his voice was full of caring. “There is an old saying… Better to light a candle than to curse the darkness
 .”

“A candle doesn’t give off much light — wait, that’s the point, isn’t it? Complaining about my problems without doing something active isn’t helping anything.”

“Exactly.” He smiled, rubbing our noses together. “Lighting a candle might not seem like much, but it’s taking a step in the right direction. As far as the bar, I don’t know if it is a good idea or not, but we won’t know unless we try.”

“What would you do if you were in my place?” My voice was shaky. “If you weighed all the shifters resting on you and had failed before.”

“I have, in a way, been in your place before.” He looked off through the hallway as though remembering. “My people had gone into hiding for a while. Too many humans had a bounty on our heads. Believed our scales, when we were in our mer-form, were healing. They also harvested our bones, our flesh, and even our blood.”

“That’s horrible.”

“They didn’t see us as people or shifters, but some mix of the two that didn’t have feelings or emotions.” He looked back at me, gently squeezing me. “But hiding and doing nothing solves nothing. I came to the surface because I felt the call of you — of my life-mate — and I wanted to find you. Meet you.”

I licked my lips, my stomach tightening. “Are you glad you did? Or would you rather have stayed safe in your underwater home?”

“Even if there was no Magda or any issues with the shifters,” he searched my face, sincerity in his eyes, “you would be worth more than anything. Never forget, Karen. All of us are here with you because we chose to be. My life would be an empty shell without your love.”

“B-but maybe it’s safer if you and the others don’t fight my battles for me.” Not that I thought I could take Magda on alone. “I don’t want anything to happen to you or anyone else.”

“There is nowhere else I would rather be than right here with you.” His thumb traced the outer edge of my bottom lip, making tingles spread through me. “Whether it’s fighting our enemies or in your bed. And I know each one of the others feels the same way.”

“Thanks.” I relaxed.

He leaned in, kissing me with a desire that raged forth despite his usual level-headedness. My toes curled into the rug while his tongue brushed into my mouth and across mine. There was so much passion in his kiss, like he thought we might never see each other again, making my knees weaken. We had to make it through this. I couldn’t allow anyone else to get hurt because of me. My hands clung to his shoulders, desperate to hold onto him and this moment. Savor it.

“Hey you two, are you coming? We’re playing cards until the food gets here,” Dean called back at us from the living room.

I broke away from our kiss, breathless.

“Give us a minute.” Minh placed his forehead against mine and we both caught our breath. “Better?” he whispered to me.

“Yes. Much.” Feeling a bit calmer than I was, I walked with Minh to join them.

Two decks of cards lay on the breakfast table. Brice sat between Dean and Caine like he was the referee. Shane next to Dean. Remembering what Minh said about Caine’s inner wounds, I sat beside him and Minh closed up the circle sitting by Shane. The intimacy of the smaller table helped me push aside the chair that would have been empty in the formal dining room where I and all my men could sit. I shook my head, pushing away the sadness. This was a time of bonding with those here and now. Soon we’d all be together again. I held onto hope so I wouldn’t break down and cry the rest of the evening.

“What are we playing?” I kept my voice steady despite the turmoil of emotions inside me and leaned my elbows on the table.

“Speed demon,” Caine answered. “It’s a game from the UK my great-grandmother taught me.”

“Cool. How do you play?” I palmed my cards.

“Don’t peek.” Shane caught me lifting my cards to see what they were.

“It’s kind of like a combination of solitaire and speed. Aces go down first.” Caine dealt out cards to the others. “The player who uses up all their cards first, wins.”

I was a bit hesitant to play a competitive game with my shifters when Caine wasn’t getting along with Dean or Shane and vice versa. Minh grabbed beers for us all and soon we were laughing as we played.

“I’ll shuffle this time,” Shane offered and his hands moved faster than my eyes could follow.

“Wow, where did you learn to do that?” Anytime I tried something like that my fingers tangled and the cards got all bent or flew all over the table.

“Vegas.” Dean nodded. “We did blackjack tables when we were fifteen.”

“What about school?” I took a sip of my beer. “And isn’t it illegal for minors to gamble?”

“If they know, sure.” Dean gave me a lazy smile. “But we looked then like we do now. Took them two years to figure out we were underage, then they banned us from casinos. We went into trucking after that.”

“Did you have any regrets about losing out on the Vegas lifestyle?” I asked and noticed Caine watching the honey badgers intently like he wanted to know the answer too.

“Nah.” Shane lifted his beer in mock salute. “We were burned out by then and wanted to see the country. Now, I think, we’re ready for a new challenge and it would be good to gain some roots.”

Caine leaned back in his chair, his emerald eyes studying Dean and Shane like he admired their tenacity.

“What about you all?” Shane asked. “Any history to share?”

“Ladies first.” Caine winked.

“You all know most of my story.” I smiled. “And I’ve filled you two in on Magda, the death curse, and the people she’s taken from me.”

Caine wrapped his hand over my fist and I didn’t even know I had clenched it. “The other half of our circle… our family.”

“Yeah,” I said and tears pricked the back of my eyes. “Magda put a death curse on my mom. My aunt tried to save her and only bought her enough time to give birth to me. A-And I didn’t even know about my dad until recently. I thought he abandoned me as a baby, but—”

“Magda stole him too?” Dean finished for me.

When I nodded, he cursed.

“I haven’t even met the bitch and already I hate her. We’ll fight with you, Karen… with all of you to make this right.”

I nodded, unable to speak. Part of me believed I didn’t deserve all this devotion and love. I was just me… a half-witch/half-coyote shifter who couldn’t shift. And I was asking all of these men to put their lives on the line. Failing them hung like a weight around my neck. I couldn’t live if I lost any of them.

“Let me tell you about how I got so drunk I woke up in a cage in the circus,” Brice said, breaking up the sadness pressing in on me.

“No way.” Dean clinked his beer bottle to Brice’s. “What happened?”

“Let’s say I was also branded.”

Shane snorted out a laugh. “Where?”

“Right here.” He yanked up his shirt to show his skull tattoo. “If you look closely, you can even see where it says property of Hawthorn Circus.”

“Shit man, it does,” Shane said and we all looked.






* * *




W
 e played two more rounds of speed demon, each of my men sharing a hilarious story to lighten my mood. I loved that they cared and were getting along better now.

When the food arrived, so did my appetite. I scarfed down the sushi with extra helpings of ginger and wasabi. I even finished off Caine’s spicy chicken he had left on his plate.

“Let me and Brice go check out the bar. If we see any potential, then we can arrange a meeting.” Caine handed me his fortune from his fortune cookie because I loved reading the messages.


A feather in the hand is better than a bird in the air.


“Easy for the fortune to say.” I put aside the tiny paper, thinking it was odd that it was similar to what Minh said. “This isn’t some job interview or intervention. Besides, if we’re lucky to find anyone there, then they will be my mates — not yours. Unless you have something to tell me?”

Wouldn’t bother me if Caine was bi, but I would want to know the truth either way. Wouldn’t want him hiding or lying about it.

“Ah, no, I’m good with just you.” He looked as if I had called him the worst cuss word in the universe. “And if any of the guys you pick up are also into guys, that’s cool. Except I don’t cross swords.”

I chuckled, glad to be talking about something else besides dying, fighting, or Magda. “Got it.”

“No worries there.” Dean picked up an egg roll. “We are all Team Karen only.”

“How far is this bar by the way?” I looked at the twins. “The weather is nice today, Caine could fly us all over there.”

“Agreed.” Caine nodded.

“Count us in,” Dean said. He, Shane and Caine shared a look and I hoped the worst of their bickering was over. “Do we get like superhero outfits too? With a Big K for Karen on the front and capes?”

“Oh don’t you start.” I threw one of my chopsticks at him.

He laughed and the sound made my heart lighten a bit more.

“No, no, I like the idea of capes.” Shane grinned. “We need a creed.”

“Defend Karen with your life,” Caine said, not missing a beat. “And aid us in rescuing the others. Facing your fears and leaving your egos in check.”

“Right back at ya, dragon.” Shane fist-bumped his identical twin brother, then both did the same with Caine, then Brice and Minh.

“No matching outfits, no capes.” I laughed, shaking my head. “We need to have a signal or something if there’s a problem at the bar. What do you know about the place?”

“Like we said, it’s a popular shifter hang out for those traveling in and out of the city. Run by a grumpy old woman who doesn’t take any shit.” Dean popped half of the egg roll in his mouth.

“Mind flying us over?” I asked Caine in a sweet voice.

“As long as those two keep their stinky asses closed up tight. I don’t want to have to smell that wretchedness ever again.”

Shane puckered his lips and blew a kiss at my dragon shifter. His brother snorted, grinning at Caine’s look of horror. Then all three of them burst out laughing. It was contagious and Brice, Minh and I were soon clutching our stomachs with tears streaming down our faces. This felt so good.

I was up to my eyeballs in trouble with these two, but I wouldn’t give up any of my men for anything.

We finished our food and Caine hung behind helping me clean the table while the others got ready.

“You sure about this?” He put the empty beer bottles into the recycling bin.

“Yes. No.” I leaned against the counter. “I don’t know, Caine, but I feel like I have to do something. Like I’m going to crawl out of my skin if I sit around here and do nothing. If I wait for the last two shifters to fall out of the sky in front of me, Magda will win, and I can’t let that happen.” I hugged my arms around myself. With my first circle, Caine had brought the other three on. I’d stumbled upon my inner court. Something told me with these last ones, I wouldn’t have it so easy. That I’d have to fight for them… for love.

“Hey.” Caine drew me into his arms. His scent of smoke, cinnamon, and the beer wafted over me, making my knees weak. “We’ll get through this together. Sorry I was a dick earlier. It feels like I’m losing pieces of you to others and I can be selfish.”

I hugged him back. “It’s okay. This is all new for all of us. But thanks for trying so hard.”

“With everything… I thought—” Caine took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Lifting my head to look up at him, I laid my fingertips over his lips. “You have nothing to fear. I love you, Caine.” The words hung in the air between us and I felt something lift off Caine’s shoulders. Whether it was the fragments of Magda’s spell or his demons, I didn’t know and I didn’t want to break the enchantment with a conversation.

Instead, I lifted on my tiptoes, replacing my fingers with my mouth. His tongue swept inside my mouth bringing flutters to my stomach. He cupped my ass, drawing me deeper into him.

Someone cleared their throat behind us, and I groaned. I pulled away from Caine, resting my forehead against his for a second.

“We’re ready to leave, Karen, when you are,” Brice said from the edge of the kitchen.

“What do you think, dragon?” I leaned back to gauge his reaction.

His grin made me think of all the stories of dragons eating fair maidens and children. “Time to go hunting, then I want you back in my arms.”

“Deal.” His expression didn’t scare me. It was for our enemy and Caine would give his life to protect innocents. I had a sinking sensation I was going to let them down. That I wouldn’t be able to complete our circle and my magic would fizzle out or worse.

“I second that.” Brice held out his hand and I took it, gathering up a bit of courage from his touch.

Brice’s lips found mine. He kissed me like I was his lifeline, and I sagged against him. Then Caine pressed against my back. His fingers eased my shirt to the side, his lips nuzzling kisses across my shoulder.

Part of me wanted to call off the bar and lounge and love my men all through the night. But a nagging sensation deep in my core was yelling at me to go. Reluctantly, I pulled away, breathless.

“Let’s get through this, then we can continue where we left off.” I left them alone in the kitchen so I could go get ready for our night at the bar.



What kind of trouble would I find when I got there?
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Chapter 17











I
 stood in front of the closet, freshly showered, and in my underwear as I debated what to wear to the bar tonight. My stomach was in knots like I was getting ready for a blind date. Which I supposed, in a way, I was.

“Hey,” Dean said in a soft, sexy voice to my left. “If you don’t put some clothes on, we can skip going out.”

I flashed him a smile. “Not this time. I’ve got to find the other two shifters. Then we can celebrate together.”

“My brother’s right.” Shane leaned against the edge of the closet on my other side. “I’d much rather stay in tonight and enjoy the view.”

“Now don’t you two start. I already know Caine doesn’t want to do this.” I heaved a sigh and shuffled through the clothes.

“Caine is being overprotective.” Dean let out a low whistle as I pulled a little black dress from my closet, but then I noticed a stain on the back and threw it in a pile to be washed later. “Once you complete your court and take care of Magda, he’ll loosen up more, you’ll see.”

“And you’re defending him?” I kicked aside my boots to reach the clothes in the back of the closet. “I thought you two didn’t like him.”

“Nah, he’s cool. Overbearing as fuck which is annoying, but we don’t hate the guy.” Dean reached into my closet, fingering a negligee, and I gently slapped his hand away. “Just takes some getting used to.”

I drew out a black blouse and a yellow one. “Which do you think would be best?”

“How about something sexier?” Shane asked.

“No way am I wearing lingerie to a bar.”

“Yeah, but you don’t need to dress like you’re going in for an interview at an uptight job.” Shane nodded to his brother.

“Fine.” I put the two blouses back. I hadn’t dressed for a date in forever. Then the shifter council told me I was the Ophiuchus and had to hold the shifter community together by claiming my men. Then I met Caine and the others. We hadn’t known Magda then. Not until I had my first four lovers. My understanding was she’d been the previous Ophiuchus, but refused to give up the title.

“Try this one,” Dean said behind me.

I whipped around to find he held a black bustier in his hand I’d forgotten I had.

“Where did you find that? Oh, it will go killer with my pants.” I reached in and hauled out my black leather ones. “So how did you two find out about this bar? Is it one of the deliveries you’ve had to make?”

Shane shuffled his feet, rubbing the back of his neck. “Kind of wasn’t a bar a few years ago, but we know the owner.”

“Oh?” When neither said anything, but stared at the floor, I grasped both of their hands. “You can tell me. We’re family. You are my men.”

Shane took a deep breath. “When we were young, we started an underground fight ring with the new bar owner.”

I nodded to encourage him to continue.

“Problem was we were on probation from Vegas,” Shane said.

“We got busted. Had a huge fine to pay and ended up in the shifter prison for several years.”

“What about your folks? Didn’t they help you out?”

“Nah.” Dean shook his head. “Our stepdad said it was our lesson to learn.”

“That’s horrible.” I clutched my clothes to me, looking from one to the other, wishing I could take away their pain. “I’m so sorry.”

Shane shrugged. “We learned a lot. Had more fights and scraps than our entire lives.”

“We were stoked in the fire and made stronger. And it taught us a lot.”

“What about your mom? Didn’t she worry about you both?”

“She died a month before we were arrested.” Shane cleared his throat. “The money we were working for was to help pay for her surgery. We cut all ties from our stepfather and never looked back. Though if he hadn’t been so hard on us, we wouldn’t have gone on our own.”

“Yeah, we wouldn’t be here right now. We’d have gone into something else easy or drugs. But we started the truck delivery business to prove him wrong.” Dean smiled. “He died last year and we paid for his entire funeral and to be buried next to mom. He was a mean bastard, but he cared for us in his own way.”

I pulled them both into me, hugging them. “Thank you for sharing this with me.”

They hugged me back so hard, I thought they’d bruise a rib. I kissed them both, my skin heating from their touch.

As much as I wanted to stay in their arms and let this lead to both of them inside me, we needed to get to the bar before it closed.

I hustled into my clothes, combed my hair, finishing it off with lipstick and mascara. I added a silky crimson top and boots to my leather pants and bustier.

Dean and Shane dressed in jeans and T-shirts borrowed from Leo’s closet and my heart squeezed, missing my lion shifter and the others. I blinked back tears, focusing on keeping myself together so I could get them back from Magda. I had to be strong for their sake.

We met the others in the living room. Brice had on torn jeans with a flannel shirt rolled up to past his elbows, showing off his tattoos. Caine wore jeans and a buttoned-up green shirt making his emerald eyes blaze. Minh was in a white, silk shirt and dress pants and shoes.

“I’ll fly everyone over,” Caine said, turning to the twins. “Are you both all right with that?”

“Don’t worry, dragon.” Dean winked at me. “Neither my brother nor I are afraid of heights.”

“Don’t you dare drop them.” I playfully punched Caine’s shoulder, but he didn’t even flinch. The guy was solid muscle like all of my men.

“You’ll get over them. We can pick up two new rodents at this shady bar we’re visiting.” But he winked, showing he was teasing.

“Would you stop?” I placed my hands on my hips. “And how do you know what the bar is like? Lots of decent people go to bars.”

“Like Dean and Shane here. I rest my case.”

“Caine—”

“Sorry, you’re right. No more picking on the newbies.” Caine looked abashed.

“We can take it as much as the dragon can give,” Dean said, smiling. “Got tough hides.”

“Still.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I want us to get along. To be a unit — a family.”

“We are.” Shane patted Caine on the back. “Just a bit of sibling rivalry, but we’d all fight for each other and to the death for you.”

His words cut me to the core. Was it fair of me to ask these men to face Magda with me? “It’s getting a bit out of hand and I think you guys are being serious.”

“You’re right,” Caine said with sincerity as he clapped Shane and Dean on the back. “We’ll tone it down. You have the last word as our mate, our queen, our love.”

A blush heated my body all the way down to my toes. After having ten shifter mates now, I’d think any anxiousness or embarrassment would have been fucked out of me. Looked like I was so wrong.






* * *




C
 aine flew us from his mansion in the mountains, across the city below to the outskirts of town. I rode on his back, squished between Brice and Minh who held onto the dragon’s spikes behind his head.

I kept dipping my gaze over the sides to ensure he didn’t let go of Dean or Shane who were in his talons. Both Brice and Minh’s bodies shielded mine against the wind, but I was still cold in my black bustier top, crimson silk shirt and skinny jeans.

We landed in a nearby dead-end street and Caine shifted back into his human form. Then he used his magic to get decked out in a button-down white shirt, black leather pants, and Pradas. Guess he decided to upgrade his wardrobe once we got here.

“Nice,” I said with a nod, my heart rate skipping a beat.

He grinned, pulling on a pair of sunglasses from his back pocket. “When we get home, I’ll have you begging for me.”

“I can’t wait.” I batted my eyelashes.

“Shall we?” Minh offered me his arm.

I swallowed my nervousness about the club and finding the last two men.

Brice strolled on the other side of me with Dean and Shane taking the lead. Caine fumed behind us. I could feel his unease radiating off him in waves against my back.

We were a team. A unit. That didn’t mean they had to love each other or even like each other, but they had to get along. No wonder Magda did mind-control on her men — it was a lot easier than getting them to accept one another. I’d gotten lucky with my first eight lovers. Caine, Jerry, and Gregg hadn’t been around much when I brought over Alessandro and Ben. Who knew how Alessandro, being a horse or Ben as a griffin shifter would react to the others?

I pushed aside my random thoughts. My missing men already gnawed holes in my soul. I didn’t need to break down now.

Dean and Shane spoke with the bouncer, who narrowed his eyes at me.

“She smells like a witch.” He curled his lip in distaste.

“Half,” I said with a frozen grin.

Music vibrated through the walls of the bar, drifting into the night air. The bouncer only glared at me.

“You gonna let me in or not?” I growled.

“Got too many shifters inside as it is.” The bouncer cracked his neck.

Ah, I was going to have to do this the hard way. Why did shifters have to be difficult? Wasn’t like I was half-human or anything. But my magic side seemed to taint everything else in their opinion. I raised my hand to remove a charm, but my bracelet was gone. Right. Damn it. I had to remember I couldn’t use the silver or copper charms any more anyway with my magic frizzing out.

“How about I handle the magic?” Caine said pushing to the front. “The lady is with me.”

“And who the fuck are you?” The bouncer snorted. “Told you already…We ain’t got room for any more shifters and certainly no half-breed.”

Caine lowered his sunglasses and the bouncer paled.

“S-sorry, s-sir, didn’t realize. Come right inside.”

“Not you two.” Caine pointed with his chin at Dean and Shane. “Watch the door for us.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Dean puffed up. “We’re the ones who told you about this place.”

Caine smiled. “And who got Karen the ticket inside? Make sure no rogue witches show up like Magda if you think you can manage that much?”

“Enough.” I placed my hand on Dean’s arm. “Please. Let’s get this over with and we can get back home, okay?”

He looked down at where my palm rested on his skin and took a deep breath. “All right. We can play by the dragon’s games for now.”

“Be careful in there,” Shane added. “It’s a mixed crowd with a heavy emphasis on loners.”

I nodded, giving them both a peck on the cheek. “Stay out of trouble while I’m gone.”

“No promises.” Shane winked.

I followed Caine inside with Brice on my right and Minh on my left. The music thumped against my chest as the scent of dozens of shifters, alcohol, and tobacco filled my nose. Most of the shifters were at high tables or scattered around the bar. A few danced, but the place was definitely male-dominated. They outnumbered the women here five to one easily. Even counting the waitresses in their bikini tops and super shorts.

I felt overdressed in my jeans, bustier and boots. The scent of beer, stale peanuts, and heavy cologne mingled with sweat hung in the air.

“Want something to drink?” Brice’s gray gaze took me in like he’d give me one no matter what I said.

“Sure.” I nodded.

Several guys stared my way, but quickly turned back to their drinks at seeing Caine and Minh standing beside me like centennials.

When Brice returned with my drink, I sipped it while checking out the shifters here. Aside from when I’d first learned of being the thirteenth zodiac sign, this was the most shifters I’d been around.

A few eyed me warily, and I guessed they could smell the magic in my blood. What I wouldn’t give to wipe away their prejudices about witches. Hmmm… maybe that could be my next goal if I survived fighting against Magda.

I finished my drink, and Minh went to get me another.

“This isn’t working.” I shook my head. “I think the men are avoiding approaching me because you three are here.”

“We’re not leaving you unprotected.” Caine clenched his fists.

“Not what I’m suggesting.” I accepted the new beer Brice handed me. “But give me some space. All three of you are hovering and it’s making me feel claustrophobic. Go wait somewhere else. I’m going to the bar.”

Before they could protest, I weaved through the shifters and tables to an empty barstool. I plopped down, one leg stretched over the other.

“What can I get you?” The bartender was a soft-spoken twenty-five-year-old with shoulder-length brown hair and a neatly trimmed goatee. He raised an eyebrow and his nose flared, showing he caught my scent. God, another one?

I held up a hand. “Already know what you’re going to say, so save it. I’m here and I’m not going to hex anyone unless they deserve it.”

“Fair enough,” he said, but there were tight lines around his mouth.

“Got anything special?” I waved my beer bottle at him. “Like something with more punch?”

He gave me a curious smile. “House rocks? Whiskey will burn right through you.”

“Doubtful, but bring it on. I need something after the week I’m having.”

A few seconds later, he returned with a bright crimson drink in a glass.

“That’s not blood, is it?” I joked.

“It’s called Dynamite, if you like it.” His expression said he’d never believe I could take it.

“Buddy, you don’t know how much I can handle.” I chuckled at my pun. Like handling ten alpha shifters. After I saluted him and took a huge gulp, I knew why he’d doubted me. It was like drinking liquid fire. No, worse. Like gasoline someone had lit with witchfire.

Seeing the bartender shake his head, I kept my hand on the drink. I’d finish it even if drinking it would take me all night and fry my insides.

No one in the bar approached me or spoke to me. I knew I was taking a chance coming here, but it didn’t even look like the odds were in my favor to at least get asked to dance.

I glanced around the bar, spotting a girl dancing between two shifters dressed in biker jackets. A drunk guy was passed out in a corner while two more threw darts along the far wall. Then Caine came into view. He was too close to me, no wonder no one was even daring to speak to me. I shooed him with a wave of my hand.

Both Brice and Minh had taken up opposite corners of the bar, nursing their beers. A few of the women in here smiled at them, but after a polite nod or shake of their head, the women left with sad smiles.

No one, man or woman, approached Caine. It was like they could feel the danger of his dragon shimmering under the surface.

Seeing my wave to move back, he stalked over to me. “This is a waste of time, let’s go home.”

“No. Not yet. And move back, you’re practically breathing down my neck.”

“I was three feet from you,” he whispered in my ear, his hand skimmed down my back. “But I can get much, much closer.”

“Come on, Caine. You’re intimidating. No one is going to come near me if you’re guarding me like I’m your golden treasure.”

“That’s a stereotype.”

“So all witches are evil?” I raised an eyebrow. “This is hard enough for me with everything going on right now and I don’t need any more points stacked against me.”

He nuzzled my neck, but then let out a huff. “What are you drinking? Smells like kerosene.”

“Uh-huh, don’t go changing the subject.” I pushed against his chest, but he didn’t budge.

He picked up my cup and swigged half of the liquor down.

“Hey, that’s mine.”

“It’s way too strong for you.” He glowered, reaching for my drink again.

I bristled, moving it out of his reach. “Go away. Unless you want me here all night? I might be too tired to be up all night in bed,” I said sweetly.

“Fine. I’ll check on the rodent twins.”

“Don’t call them that.” But he had already spun away from me and marched to the front door. God, I knew he was name-calling them to get a rise out of me, but I was going to kick him out of my bed if he didn’t stop it.

The crowd seemed to visibly sigh at his departure. Now I could relax a bit more. Maybe swearing off sex with Caine had been a bad idea before. He was wound too tight. Like he would snap off anyone’s head if given the chance.

A man brushed beside me, and I moved back so he could order, but then something cold and sharp pressed into my side.

“Let’s go, fucking half-breed.”



I flinched staring up into the eyes of the gorilla shifter — Jerome! The last time I saw him had been when I first found out I was the thirteenth zodiac, when Caine and I had first met. The last words Jerome had said to me were a vow to kill me.
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“D
 on’t do this.” I leaned back, but words didn’t make Jerome back off.

He only shoved the blade against my side more and I let out a hiss. No one at the bar seemed to notice.

“All I have to do is scream an—”

“And your shifters will protect you?” Jerome snarled a laugh in my ear, and the sound left my skin rippling with bad goosebumps. “More than half the guys in here would help me rip you to pieces. You know Magda has put a price on your head. Anyone who brings you to her, dead or alive, gets two hundred thousand.”


She put a bounty on me?
 Panic pierced my chest. My gaze darted to Minh who was speaking to a burly gentleman. Then to Brice who was pushing away a woman’s groping hands. Neither looked my way as they were busy. What about Caine? I searched the bar for him. His dragon vibes would keep most people away.


Where is he? Fuck!


My attention flickered back to Jerome. “Tell Magda to do her own dirty work. Back off or I’ll blast you.” Sweat dotted the back of my neck. I couldn’t use my magic here. It was too crowded and I had no idea what any spell I tried would actually do.

“Forget about trying to get their attention. My boys are keeping your other whores busy outside.”

My throat clenched. “What did you do?” If he hurt them, I was going to kill him. It didn’t matter if my magic put his bones on the outside of his body or shoved his head up his ass. I’d take anything.

I opened my magic, its power flickered against my palm so painfully I gasped out in surprise.

“Think you’re the first witch or half-breed to try to sneak up in here?” He scowled. “We’ve got a special drink for them. Dynamite.”

“So?” I tried to keep the rising panic out of my voice.

“How’s your magic working, witch?” Jerome chuckled, eyeing the nearly finished drink. “You’ve had enough, it should block your power long enough to skin you alive. It’s a special potion from Magda.”

His breath was hot on my cheek and I turned away. Not everyone in here could be an asshat like him. I needed to buy time for Brice and Minh to glance my way.

“Thanks for giving the dragon some too, his magic will be affected too.”

My stomach coiled. “He doesn’t need magic to chomp you into pieces, you fucking prick.”

Jerome laughed. “Still got a mouth on you.”

“Glad I could entertain you.” I slammed my fist on the bar, hoping to get Brice or Minh’s attention. But with the music booming, no one could hear me.

“Let’s go.” Jerome nudged me with the knife digging into my side.

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” Now I knew my magic wouldn’t work until the effects of the drink wore off, no way was I going anywhere alone with this douchebag. A nice crowded bar was much safer.

“And I didn’t ask.” He pushed the blade into my side and I hissed out a breath as cold steel cut into my flesh.

“Help me with her.” Jerome nodded to someone behind me.

I swiveled, hoping for a savior and swallowed hard. It was Marc and he looked just as pissed as Jerome.


Fuck my life.


Marc grabbed my elbow, practically dragging me off the barstool. No one would hear me if I screamed. But I couldn’t stop looking over my shoulder at Brice and Minh as a mini-crowd distracted them while Jerome and Marc hauled me out the back door.

The cold wind flittered over my skin and ruffled my hair as the two silverback shifters led me into an alley.

“Help me,” I yelled. My voice echoed through the darkness, but no one answered. Where the hell was Caine?

“Shut up, bitch,” Jerome shoved me into the brick wall behind the club.

“More like slut.” Marc’s nostrils flared. “I can smell the sex of other shifters on you.”

“Aw, don’t tell me you’re jealous.” I smirked.

Jerome’s meaty hand smacked across my face. Blood filled my mouth and my whole face throbbed.

I spat in his face and was rewarded with a punch to my gut. I doubled-over as each breath hurt. I grasped my middle, looking up at Jerome glaring down at me.

“Sorry to disappoint, but neither of you are on my good list now.” And I wouldn’t touch either of them ever. But I didn’t have to touch them to get away from them. Even though my magic was on the fritz, I was going to fight back. I’d never let these bastards win. “Let me go and I won’t blast you both into your assholes.”

“Fucking half-blood doesn’t know when to shut her fucking mouth.” Jerome yanked me up by my hair.

Pain splintered through my scalp and I clawed at his hands.

He shoved me against the bricks, his body pinning me. His foul breath of peanuts and liquor washed over me, and I gagged.

”See, bitch,” he purred into my ear, yanking my head back hard. “Everyone would be better off without magic.”

“God,” I choked out, “And you could save the world with flossing and breath mints.”

He chuckled, throwing me off-guard. “You know,” he said in a mocking tone. “I don’t deal with anyone threatening me well. I can tear your limbs off easily. You know how strong silverback gorillas are, don’t you?”

Gregg, my fabulous silverback was strong, handsome, intelligent and kind. “Sure, but neither of you are very smart.”

He jerked my head back, smacking my skull into the brick hard and stars danced across my vision. “Hold her while I shift.”

Marc clamped a hand on my arm, yanking me forward. I stumbled into him and he pushed me back, like I was filth he didn’t want to get too close to.

“Last chance, guys.” Please let my magic work.
 “Let me go or they’ll be cleaning up your insides off the cement.”

Not that I would try to do that, but with the way my magic had been going lately, it was a high possibility.

“I’m so going to enjoy ripping you apart.” Jerome growled, dark fur sprouting across his flesh. “Like I wanted to do the first time I saw you.”

“Aw, I’m getting all teary-eyed you remembered our first meeting.”

Before he could grab me again, I threw up my palms. “Congela questi stronzi!” I was almost afraid to look and cringed, turning my face halfway away.

Instead of freezing them where they stood, which is what I had intended, the entire ground was now covered in a sheet of ice.

“Looks like you said the wrong spell,” Marc said in a sarcastic voice.

Jerome let out a cross between a grunt and growl as he kept shifting. “Shut her up before she can perform another one.”


Holy shit!
 I mean, I was risking it by trying to use my magic regardless of what Jerome said, but I thought it at least would’ve done more than freeze the damn alley.

Marc clamped a hand down on my throat, squeezing so much I could only let out a squeak. I tried to kick him, but he held me tight, pinning me to the bricks behind me.



I was royally screwed.
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Chapter 19











T
 wo guys in motorcycle jackets turned onto the alley. Silently, I pleaded they would stop and help. With Marc’s hand nearly cutting off my air supply, I couldn’t make a sound, or try another spell.

The motorcycles zipped up to the side of the alley beside the bar, their engines rumbling loud before they shut them off.


Please see me. Please help.
 I chanted over and over in my head. Marc pushed his body into mine, shielding their view of me if they decided to look, but at least his hand eased off my throat some. “Make a sound and you and your men are dead.”

I couldn’t see past Marc’s frame, but I pushed against him because I didn’t want the slimeball touching me. Except he was a wall of muscle and didn’t budge. My heart was in my mouth as I prayed one of my men would soon realize I was gone and find me.

From the alley, footsteps echoed closer.

“Mind giving us some privacy?” Marc snarled at whoever was coming toward us from the open end of the alley.

His head moved enough so I could see past him. One of the bikers was a few feet from us and striding steadily closer. He wore a black biker jacket, jeans and boots. He carried a helmet under his arm that looked like it had horns attached to it like a fake Viking helmet or something.

“What’s going on here?” One of the bikers asked in a West African accent, concern etched in his dark eyes.

“Mind your own business,” Jerome huffed, pounding his chest. He was almost completely shifted into his silverback form except for his face, which quickly morphed into a full gorilla.

“Is that what the lady wants?” He cocked his head to the side, his dark, tight-curled hair almost shining in the streetlight’s glare.

I opened my mouth to say no, but Marc squeezed my throat harder again. Dark spots danced before my eyes, and I blinked rapidly to try and stay awake.

The second biker moved closer. He was wearing a white biker jacket, blue leather pants and sandals. His hair was silvery-white and hung down to his shoulders. “That’s no way to hold a woman.”

“Fuck off,” Marc said, but his hand loosened a touch on my throat.

I gasped for air, wincing from the burning pain of finally getting air, but he still didn’t let me go.

“We’re silverbacks and can crush you both, so get the fuck out of here.”

“Let go of the lady before Axel rips out your hearts.” The first biker shifted his weight, moving his horned helmet to his hip.

Marc laughed. “Two scumbag bikers? We’re silverback shifters — you’re both dead.”

Jerome had fully shifted. He pounded his chest, and saliva dripped from one side of his mouth. Before I could call out a warning, he charged. His hands and feet pounded the pavement toward the two men. My heart hammered in my chest.

Axel, the light-blond guy, swept to the side. Marc smashed into a dumpster, then spun, shaking his head.

“Get him,” Marc barked.

I kicked Marc, but missed and hit his thigh instead of his groin. All he did was move his hand from my neck to my arm, pinning it behind me. He shoved me up against the brick wall and pain jutted up through me. His hot breath on the back of my neck made me gag.

The other biker swung his horned helmet right at Jerome’s gorilla form. Jerome brought his arm up, cracking the rim of the helmet. Then he grasped one of the helmet’s horns. It tore off with a sickening crunch. Jerome tossed it aside and roared.

Then the biker spun, shifting simultaneously, into a huge black bull. I’d never seen anyone transform so fast. Even Marc holding me did a sharp inhale.

The bull pawed at the ground. His head lowered and he bolted straight for Jerome. Horns pierced the gorilla’s shoulder.

“Fuck!” Marc shouted, then dropped his hold on me, knocking me out of the way.

I fell on my ass.

Axel, the biker in the white leather jacket, sauntered closer. “Are you hurt?”

Now that I wasn’t pinned or being choked, I could make out more about him. His accent sounded like he was Scandinavian. And his movements were full of a power reminding me of a cross between Caine and Jerry.

“Yeah, I’m okay.” I moved to stand when Marc pushed me back down.

“Stay there, bitch.” His face was red as he turned to the biker. Fur broke out across his skin. “We’re going to rip you two apart.”

Axel grinned. He didn’t even flick a glance at his partner who was wrestling with the other silverback. “This is your final warning. You and your friend skip away or sail into hell.” He shrugged a shoulder. “Your choice.”

Marc answered with a grunt as he continued shifting. Then he lunged after Axel. But the biker merely grasped him with one arm and tossed him into Jerome. Both silverbacks were a tangle of arms and legs.

The bull shifter huffed, backing away, but keeping his eyes on them.

Then Axel flicked his hand to the gorillas and shards of icicles plummeted down on them both. The shards pierced their skin. They bellowed and scrambled over each other to run away.

I gaped. Most shifters didn’t have magic. The only two I knew who did were Caine, because he was a dragon shifter, and Minh who was a water mage and a Matsyāṅganā who could turn into different sea creatures.

“What are you?” I blurted out. “Sorry, that was rude.”

He faced me with a slight bow of his head again reminding me so much of Caine my heart did a little flip. His blue eyes sparkled. “Call me, Axel.”

The bull shifter had transformed and smiled, his dark eyes crinkling at the corners. “And I am Zuri.”

“Um… Karen.” I gave them both a hesitant smile. “Thank you for taking care of those guys.”

Axel reached out a hand to help me up. When my fingers brushed his, a jolt passed through me and up my arm. He inhaled deeply. Had he been affected too?

“You’re a coyote shifter and a witch?” he asked like that was the strangest combination he’d ever heard of.

“Yeah, so?” I moved my hand from his, rubbing my arms. Would he mock me like so many shifters, including Jerome and Marc had done?

“But you are more.” He frowned like whatever he was thinking was a bad thing.

I swear he was a gorgeous white-haired anime character come to life and I was totally crushing over here.

“You’re the Ophiuchus.” He said the word like it was a curse and his statement took me an extra second to understand with his accent.

“Right. Yes, I’m the thirteenth zodiac sign. And who the hell are you?” Was he working with Magda and about to attack me now? I was in no shape to defend myself, magic or otherwise. I hurt all over.

I backed away. It would be just like a trap to send two handsome men to my rescue. Damn my crazed hormones.

“She is the one?” Zuri said in a mix of uncertainty and wonder and something else I couldn’t quite discern. “Like Magda?”


Crap.
 “If you guys are working with Magda, forget trying to kill me. I will fight until my last breath.”

Axel’s lip curled. “The witch, Magda? I am insulted you even say her name.”

“Well.” I wiped a hand across my forehead. “How do I know I can trust you?”

“Zuri, show Karen what we think of the evil witch.”

The dark biker strode forward, then lifted his shirt up. Across his chest were a tattoo of a black bull on one side and a black panther on the other. Between them was a huge scar running like a lightning bolt down his skin. “She did this to me long ago. But Axel saved me. Gave me one of his shifter animals. The bull. Though it had always been white like his other creatures, it is much more beautiful now, n’est pas?”

I blinked as he pulled his shirt back down, trying not to drool and reach out to touch his sculpted muscles. Or trace the lines of his animals. “Gifted you one of his animals?” I shook my head. That wasn’t possible, was it? “I don’t understand.”

Ben had two animals, even though he didn’t have magic. He could turn into an eagle or a griffin. But I’d never heard of a shifter giving another an animal before.

“I had been tortured by the witch,” Zuri said, his voice turning brittle and hard. “Axel found me after she’d thrown me out because I refused to do her bidding. My stubborn nature as the panther would not allow me to yield. She thought I would die within the hour and I might have, but he sacrificed one of his three animals for me to live.”

“Three? How?” To even have two like Ben was rare. And Minh could transform into several marine animals and was a type of merman, but he was also a water mage. Even Caine only had his dragon form.

“I was a bull and a polar bear shifter.” Alex let out a shuddering breath and I wondered what trauma laid in his past. “And I gave the former to Zuri to save his life.”

“What’s the third then?” Had to be something with magic like Minh perhaps. “Are you a half-breed like me? No, you wouldn’t have three shifter animals then.”

Caine came around the corner from the front of the bar. He glared at us and his posture was rigid, but I waved him to come into the alley. I was sure he was going to lecture me about leaving the bar without one of them, but I hadn’t had a choice.

“I am not.” Axel smiled, his ice-blue eyes lighting up. “Have you heard of a Chimera?”

I frowned, thinking. “The three-headed monster?”

“No, rather a—”

“Oh no,” Caine said, reaching me, “I think Karen has what you are down perfectly, cousin.”
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“W
 ait, cousin
 ?” I spun to Caine. “So Axel is a dragon shifter like you?” Which explained the magic he’d wielded earlier with the ice shards.

“A distant, second cousin,” Axel corrected. “And yes, my main animal is the dragon.”

“Don’t forget about your bull-headedness,” Caine added.

“Yes,” Axel’s jaw twitched.

“Which Axel bequeathed to me.” Zuri bowed his head. “In order to save my life.”

I didn’t know shifters could do that, but then again, I didn’t know much about the shifter world as they kept half-breeds, and especially witches like me, out of the loop. Since none of my other shifters balked at this declaration, I stored it away as fact.

“What was the third animal, again?” I looked from Axel to Caine and back again.

“A polar bear.” Axel grinned.

“Wow.” I pressed my hands to my face, still trying to make sense of all of this. “So you had three shifter animals. Yet, Caine only has one.”

“I am the norm,” Caine said stiffly.

Axel winked at me and I felt a glow deep inside from his attention. “He is right. A Chimera is extremely rare. And a dragon one is rarer still.”

The back door of the club banged open and Brice, Dean, Minh and Shane rushed out into the alley. They stopped short when they saw us.

“Karen?” Minh’s dark brows pinched with worry.

“I’m okay,” I said, rubbing my hands on my thighs. “Minh, Brice, Dean and Shane, may I introduce Zuri and Axel. They saved me from two silverback gorilla shifters.” I wasn’t going to go into my history or the names of Marc and Jerome again right now. “Zuri is a bull and panther shifter. And Axel is a polar bear and dragon shifter.”

“Dragon, like Caine?” Minh’s dark gaze narrowed like he was piecing together the similarities.

“Yes, actually… Axel is Caine’s cousin.” Which made me wonder why Caine had never mentioned him before. Did he know deep down Axel was supposed to be part of our group and purposely kept the information from me? Like it was easier when he was top dog — or dragon rather — but with Axel, he’d have an equal?

“Cousins?” Shane smirked. “Now I gotta hear the funny stories of you two growing up.”

“Axel doesn’t have any humor since his magic is ice and wind-related.” Caine straightened.

“Awesome.” Dean grinned. “We’re ho—”

“Honey badgers?” Axel asked, his nose crinkling and ignoring Caine’s comment.

“Believe me, you do not want to be on the end of their farts, they are deadly.” Caine scowled, shaking his head.

Brice held out his hand. “Nice to meet you both. I’m a wolf shifter.”

“Where’s your pack?” Zuri’s dark eyes were full of concern. “Are they okay with you doing this?”

“I’m a lone wolf, so they understand.” Brice shook Zuri’s hand. “Besides, they know how important the Ophiuchus is to all of us.”

“Let’s go.” Caine took a step toward me. “Coming to this bar was a mistake.”

“He’s right, Karen.” Minh nodded. “You’re injured. Let me heal you.”

“In a minute.” I held up my hand. When Axel had touched me, a jolt went through me, so was he meant to be one of the members of my court? A perfect fit, despite his and Caine’s relationship, with me. And something about these two men instantly drew me to them.

My breaths sped up. If Axel was my eleventh, then possibly Zuri could be my twelfth? I had to know for sure.

“Zuri, do you mind if I touch you?”

His dark eyes lit up and he smiled so big it stole my breath for a moment.

“Beautiful lady, you may touch me however you like.” His West African accent sent delicious shivers through me.

Scared I was wrong and this was a dead-end, I hesitated. But my craving of both him and Axel caused me to inch forward. My mouth dried, a trembling rolled through me. His dark eyes followed my movement. He was sleek and graceful like his panther animal. Yet, there was an underlying power and the regal air of the bull beneath the surface. I didn’t doubt the bull had merged fully with him. It was as much a part of him as his human or cat forms.

My pulse quickened as I placed my hand over his heart. Like with Axel, a jolt jarred through me. But this time, my legs wobbled and I lurched back but he caught my elbow. I gritted my teeth, not lifting my hand away. Then warmth radiated from my palm, slowly spreading through the rest of me.

Elation soared through me, mingled with awe. I’d done it. I’d found my eleventh and twelfth men. After everything, they were right here in front of me.

“These can’t be the ones we need.” Caine clenched his fists. Tendrils of smoke drifted from his flared nostrils. “We’ll find two others — put out an ad or something — set up a speed dating site for you.”

“No.” Taking a deep breath, I lowered my hand, my body pulsing now in heat. This had to be their choice. I would not force them or do any spells to bind them to me.

I swallowed, suddenly nervous and looked around at my other men. Minh gave me a nod and Brice shrugged a shoulder. Here goes nothing. I licked my lips and said, “Would you and Axel be part of my court?”

“What does that mean?” Zuri asked, but Axel’s jaw clenched.

“You would be one of the men in my harem. I have ten now.”

Zuri stiffened. “Not interested.”

I opened my mouth to protest but paused. He was a freaking shifter and I know he had to feel the bond as strongly as I did. Maybe more so since he and Axel were full shifters, and I was only half. Both he and Axel would’ve been taught about the thirteen zodiac signs and the binding between them to keep all sane and not become wilder than their animals, so why the resistance?

“Sounds like you’ve more than enough men to keep you busy and content.” Axel’s face darkened and his words were laced with seething anger. “Well, except you’ve got my cousin Caine there. No doubt he isn’t as satisfying in bed.”

“Fuck you.” Caine pushed forward, but Brice and Minh blocked his path.

“We do not need bloodshed,” Minh warned.

“No, there won’t be,” Caine snorted. “All I have to do is rip Axel’s head off and cauterize the wound shut with my dragon breath. Dead ice dragon and no blood.”

“Caine, please.” I went to him and placed my hand gently on his cheek. Would he be acting this territorial if I hadn’t been so angry with him after we’d fought Magda?

His green eyes met mine before he nodded slowly.

I faced Axel and Zuri. “I’m the thirteenth zodiac sign and I must have twelve men to represent each animal shifter class. You mentioned Magda an—”

“Don’t mention her name again.” Zuri's muscles tightened, coiled, ready to spring.

“She is our enemy too.” I held out my hands, palms showing.

He and Axel exchanged a glance, but didn’t make a move toward me or even smile in relief and my heart sunk.

“And in addition to taking five of my men,” my voice cracked. “She also has my Aunt Jess and possibly my dad.” If he is still alive after all these years.

“She’s telling you the truth,” Brice said.

“And what do you plan to do if we agree?” Axel didn’t look happy about the prospect.

I know he had to have felt the connection between us. Why was he being so guarded? Was it because of Caine? I couldn’t give him up or any of my shifters. Or maybe I was reading more into this than there was. After all, we didn’t know each other.

“We plan on fighting Magda and ending her reign.”

“And your men?” Axel’s blue eyes narrowing. “What if she’s broken them? Used them and enslaved them?”

My breaths froze in my lungs. It was a nightmare, but I pushed it aside anytime it had come close to stabbing me. I hadn’t wanted to think about them being hurt or tortured or whatever the fuck she did to them. “I — I don’t know.”

“Then our answer is no,” Axel said sharply.

His words stung like a punch to my gut. I winced, my arms wrapping around my middle.

“But if you are the eleventh and twelfth zodiacs, you must join us.” Minh looked from Zuri to Axel.

Axel put on his white helmet, then zipped up his jacket. “No, we don’t have to do anything.”

“Sorry, I am with Axel. I owe him a life debt and we are spirit brothers.” Zuri bowed to me, then walked out of the alley with Axel.

Seconds later, two motorcycles revved up, then sped away. They were gone. Left. Just like that.

“Good, you don’t need either of them, Karen.” Caine came toward me. “Especially not my arrogant cousin.”

I felt sick inside. Like someone had hollowed out my insides. Like I was missing part of myself and couldn’t breathe right. I wanted to crumble and cry, but I couldn’t. My missing men, my aunt, and quite possibly my father were counting on me. Not to mention teaching Magda the lesson that she couldn’t do this to people. Couldn’t rip them away from their loved ones and force them to do her bidding.

Caine put his hand on my arm.

“You know as well as I do and all of us here they are the members we need.”

“There are other shifters, Karen. Better ones suited for you and your court, I’m sure.” He reached out grasping strands of my hair and letting them pull through his fingers.

“No, Caine,” I said, feeling the rightness of this deep inside. “We need them. There is no one else.”

Axel and Zuri had to be my fated mates. I felt it with all of my being as much as I knew the sun shines. As much as I never believed in fate before, they were part of my court, my life, my heart. Yet, I had no idea what to do or how to get Axel and Zuri to change their minds. Did they not feel the empty ache burrowing deeper inside them the longer they weren’t with me? Without being told, I knew it would only grow worse until they claimed me and I, them.

“You need a healing,” Minh said softly, touching my elbow.

“I need a stiff drink.” We were outside a bar after all, but when Minh looked at me as though silently saying he wouldn’t be swayed, I relented. “Okay. Heal me then we’re going back inside so I can have that drink.”

He nodded. His water magic washed over me like a warm bath. Not enough to drench me, but seeping into the muscles and taking away the pain. Then he lifted his hands and the water vanished, instantly drying me.

I sighed heavily.

He dragged me into his arms. “We’ll work this out, babe.”

“Thanks for being amazing. For sticking by my side, for everything.” I leaned into him, squeezing my arms around him while he rubbed my back.

“My pleasure. And you’re not alone in this.” He tucked his finger under my chin gently lifting my head to look at him. “We all are — even those not with us in heart or body.”

Tears stung my eyes and my words caught in my throat. All I could do was nod or I was going to start sobbing here in the alley.

“Minh is right,” Brice came up to us, kissing my shoulder and sending shivers of pleasure through me. “You are our love, our queen, our everything.”

I cupped his face, kissing him fully. A police siren beeped from the alley opening and I reluctantly pulled away. I didn’t need to add public lewdness to my list.

“Let’s go get a drink before we go?” I asked.

“Hell yes.” Brice winked.

I looped my hands through Brice and Minh’s arms as we strolled to the front of the bar as the emergency exit in the back was closed and probably locked from the inside.

When we arrived Shane opened the door for us.

“I’ll buy a round.” Dean headed up to the bartender.

“Axel and Zuri will realize what we all did — you are the one for us,” Brice said and patted my hand. “It will consume them until they are with you and part of our group.”

“I hope so.” I gave him a smile I didn’t feel and entered the bar.

Everyone turned and looked at us. Among the few sneers aimed my way, there were a few appreciative glances. And all of the women shifters practically swooned as they gawked at my men.

Music pulsed across my skin. The heat of mating was coming on strong and fast. I needed something to calm my nerves as Axel and Zuri were long gone. I had no idea if I’d even see them again.

Caine was plastered to my side, but I didn’t mind. His presence was a comfort to me. He’d been my first mating, my first love. Sensing my dragon needed me to himself for a bit, Dean and Shane sat on Caine’s other side while Brice and Minh took the empty stools on my other side. The bartender who had slipped me the drink had vanished and I was pretty sure had taken off with Jerome and Marc.

I plopped down on the barstool and said to the new bartender, “A whiskey sour, please.” Still, I wasn’t going to take any chances and would have my dragon shifter double-check our drinks.

Caine nuzzled my neck, his hand around my waist and I took his affection like a lifeline.

At least my night wasn’t a complete waste and it could’ve been worse. What if Jerome and Marc had been the ones I needed to complete my coven? I shuddered, suddenly sick to my stomach at the thought.

When the bartender handed me my shot, I passed it to Caine who did a magical mojo reveal spell over it, then nodded.

“It’s safe.” He handed the glass to me.

I downed my drink and requested another. My thoughts drifted back to Axel and Zuri. It seemed as if they’d been looking for me. Like they were drawn to me as I was to them, but then something had made them back off… was it Caine? Or maybe realizing they’d have to go against Magda again? Yet, part of me couldn’t blame them for taking off. I would have too if I were in their place. I stared into my drink like I tried to divine an answer in the bottom of my glass. I needed them, I could feel it in the depths of my being just like I knew they needed me too. Why couldn’t they both accept our fate and work with me to defeat Magda? Their refusal left me feeling raw and vulnerable.

Caine ordered something I couldn’t pronounce, then nursed his fluorescent green drink while I had one more whiskey to try and boost my courage to get Caine to talk to me. The rest of the guys ordered beers. When he was silent, I laced my fingers in his, staring into his bright, emerald eyes.

“Are you going to tell me what happened between you and Axel or do we play twenty questions?” I asked, nudging Caine’s knee with mine. The alcohol had loosened me up a bit and I thought I should find out more before jumping to conclusions that Caine was being difficult.

He swallowed down his drink, then nodded to the bartender for a refill. “My cousin was set to marry. His family wanted an arranged marriage because of his unique talents of being an ice dragon and being able to shift into two other animals.”

The thought of Axel being married to another woman made the pit in my stomach grow. I pushed down the nausea. “What happened?”

“On the night of the wedding, we flew to his house for the celebration.” He swallowed hard. “We drank and partied in celebration for the upcoming service, and by the time we finished, it was before dawn. His bride-to-be came into my room.”

I stiffened, but didn’t say anything.

“Drunk and partially delirious, I thought I was having a vivid dream. So I went along with it at first.” He took another gulp of his drink. “When I realized it was real, I stopped her before she took all her clothes off.”

“What happened then?” I prompted when he didn’t continue.

“She tried again, telling me she didn’t want to marry Axel because he was an abomination being able to transform into three animals. She insisted she wanted to be with a pure dragon shifter.”

“Like you,” I finished for him.

“When I threatened to expose her, she lashed out.” He pushed aside his half-finished drink. “Axel and everyone chose to believe her.”

“That’s horrible.” I placed my hand on his arm.

“She told everyone I attacked her. And my scent was on her including the scratch marks when she lashed out at me. Even though I tried to tell Axel the truth, the look of betrayal in his eyes cut through me, and I left.”

“Wait,” I squeezed his arm lightly. “So you never told him what she said? Did he marry her?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Because it was believed she’d been defiled, there was a waiting period to see if she was pregnant or not. The ceremony was postponed. And during that time, she fell in love with the doctor overseeing her confinement and they ran away to be married.”

“Then why didn’t you tell Axel the truth?”

“It was too late then. He believed it was all my fault.” Caine’s head lowered and I had to strain over the music to hear him. “If I hadn’t tried to have sex with her, they’d have been married. If it wasn’t for me, she wouldn’t have met the dragon doctor and they’d be happy. He blames me for ruining his life.”

“But that doesn’t explain the hostility between you two. I can understand it from his side, but not yours.”

Caine winced, pulling away from my touch. “I can’t talk anymore about this right now.”

“Okay. I’ll give you some time.” I pushed away from the bar. “Let’s go home. There’s no use searching anymore for shifters.” Because I knew without a doubt I’d found my complete court.

We went back to Caine’s mountain mansion. My thoughts stayed on Caine and what else he hadn’t told me, but I wouldn’t break my promise to him.

Still feeling the soreness of my fight with Jerome and Marc, I slipped into the underground healing pool in Caine’s basement. The water soothed my muscles and brought a heat to my cheeks, remembering the first time I made love to Caine right here.

Back then, I couldn’t even imagine being with one shifter, let alone twelve. Now I was eager to bring Axel and Zuri here. My desire spiked just thinking about them. Did they feel the allure too?

My hand drifted down to my sex as I closed my eyes and leaned back against the edge of the natural hot tub. I breathed in deep, savoring the cool air on my skin against the heat of the water. I let my fingers brush across my sex, imagining it was Axel’s fingers. My other hand pinched my nipple and I pictured Zuri touching me. I moaned a sigh, letting my hand move faster over my clit.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” Axel said, standing a few feet away from me.

I gasped, my hands dropping into the water as I sunk to cover up. “Are you insane sneaking up on me?”

“No sneaking. It’s called astral projection.” He must have been watching too because his grin made my pussy quiver in anticipation. “Never figured you for a shy one.”

I lifted my chin. When Caine and I had first come here to his mansion and underground hot springs, he had used his astral self to show me the way inside, then he’d teleported himself here when he’d been too injured to walk.

Axel’s sapphire eyes seemed to glow and my breaths quickened. “I’m not really here. I shadow walked here to check on you, but you seem to be doing fine.”

“So, you have a heart after all?” I asked, certain my eyes flashed with indignation now.

“A bit harsh.” He held his hands up, as if in surrender.

“You walked out on us, remember?” He was here now, well, sort of. What did that mean? Excitement grew within me, because maybe this wasn’t done after all.

He laughed, sending chills racing across my skin. A daring feeling came over me, and I rose out of the water. I let my hand slide down, slowly slipping my fingers from my breasts down to my navel. I reached down my stomach and caressed my clit, imagining Axel’s hand doing all the motions.

“You’re playing a dangerous game.” His voice grew husky.

“Oh?” I brought my hands back to my breasts, squeezing them. Everything in me yearned for his touch. For him to be here with me now. “Why don’t you come and show me how dangerous?”

I touched myself again, enjoying the look of desire in Axel’s lustful gaze as he watched me. I imagined he was here in the flesh. That I could slip over to him and take the warm weight of him in my hand, feeling his cock start to settle into my palm.

Axel unzipped his pants, grasped his thick, hard cock in his hand. Sweat beaded across his forehead like he was fighting our attraction. He began to thrust into his palm. I pictured him slamming into me as I began to climax. I started to feel my orgasm coming as I ground against my hand, wanting to give him pleasure and take my own.

The climax rushed through me. Every nerve-ending I had burned with desire. My head went light, feeling the pleasure with all my senses as I came down from my high.

“Fuck,” Axel growled out, his eyes blazing ice-blue coldness. “I can’t want you. You’re poison like all of your kind, witch. I knew I should never have trusted you. You’re just like Magda. Casting spells to make others yield to your desires.”
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B
 efore I could ask what he was talking about, Axel’s face twisted in a mix of pain and rage. His cock was rock hard in his hand, and he hadn’t cum even though I had.

“I-I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I didn’t know it would affect you like this.” Usually, it was me who was craving sex during my heat until I had to alleviate the pain with two or more of my men.

“You and Caine planned this, didn’t you?” He jerked on his cock hard and fast. Sweat pebbling across his forehead like he couldn’t cum. “To mock me.”

“No.” I shook my head, wading through the hot springs water toward him. “It wasn’t like that at all.”

“Don’t come any closer to me.” He put his cock away and straightened. “I should’ve known better than to trust anyone who is involved with my cousin.” His hand shook slightly when he ran a hand through his straight, white-blond hair.

I stopped moving and crossed my arms over my chest. Axel and Caine’s anger toward each other had to be resolved. “Caine told me about your fiancée. I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

With a pinched look, Axel jerked his face up to pierce me with his stare. “What did he tell you?”

“There’s more to the story than you know.” I sank back down into the hot water, letting it lap against the tops of my breasts. “Why don’t you tell me why he has an animosity against you?”

“I’m afraid there is a lot of bad blood between us.” Axel glanced away.

“God.” I tossed my hands up, splashing the water. “Why are you dragons so freaking stubborn?”

“I’ve heard the same about witches,” he said in a tense voice.

“Half-witch.” I sank into the water up to my chin. “But I like both sides of my heritage.”

“Sounds like you didn’t before?” He cocked his head to the side.

“No. I embraced my magical side, because of my aunt. But my dad abandoned me — or so I thought.” I swam closer to his rigid form. “Turns out the past isn’t so cut and dried as I once believed. I recently discovered he might be alive. I’d rather find out directly from him if he left because he wanted to or if he was under a spell.”

“Then I hope it all works out for you.”

Oh, he was a sneaky bastard. He’d changed the subject off his and Caine’s relationship. “Back to you. What did you do to make Caine so angry with you?”

His face hardened. “Why don’t you ask Caine for that juicy bit of info?”

“I’m asking you.”

“Can’t help you there, love.”

“My name is Karen. Karen Martin.” I pushed away from the rock’s edge of the natural hot spring. “I just thought you’d want to tell me your side of the story.”

“Nah, my cousin loves drama and suspense,” Caine said from behind me. “Leave, Axel. You’re not welcome here.”

“Good. Then you can explain to Karen here why we hate each other. I’m assuming you told her about Jezaline?”

“That she was a whore who didn’t deserve you, yet you worshiped the ground she walked on?” Caine cocked an eyebrow. “I did. Karen and I have no secrets.”

“Oh, then she knows all about Magda then?”

I jerked my head to Caine. Sure I knew about how Caine tried to be part of her court and she denied him, taking other lovers. But this sounded way deeper. “What’s he talking about?”

“Ah, so you haven’t told her,” Axel smirked his gaze on Caine. “I became part of Magda’s court to spite you. Once I realized her vileness, I begged for your help to escape her.”

“That’s not true, is it?” I whispered, my gut tightening.

“I’d thought I was in love with her. I was blind and moved by rage.” Caine clenched his fists at his sides. “But you escaped her—”

“Only because I had to or die. And I had to have help. Zuri was on death’s door, and I’d seen so many of her men die from her tortures. Only him shifting into the bull and distracting her bought me the time I needed to escape. I owe him my life.” His face twisted into a snarl. “And I owe you nothing. You are the entire reason why I went to Magda in the first place.”

I held up a hand. “Stop, both of you. This is some endless loop you are on blaming each other. So get it through your thick, dragon-ass hardheads we need to work together to stop Magda. And if this Jezaline had really loved you, she’d never have fallen for anyone else.”

“It was because he defiled her on our wedding day,” Axel yelled, his voice echoing through the underground caves.

I lowered my hand, pinching the bridge of my nose for a second. “From what I know about Caine, he wouldn’t do that. His ego is so big that if he had done that then he’d brag about it to anyone who’d listen. But did he?”

Axel didn’t say anything, but the lines around his mouth and eyes deepened.

“With you going after Magda, you wanted to get revenge on Caine, so you could hurt him like you thought he hurt you. Then Magda used you both and she’s still doing so because you refuse to join us,” my voice cracked. “Can’t you see she’s using you still to keep us apart? I know you and Zuri felt a connection with me. Tell me you didn’t.”

He opened his mouth, then his gaze flicked to Caine. “I didn’t feel a thing.”

A gasp stuck in my chest. “You’re lying.”

“Good.” Caine yanked his shirt off, then unzipped his pants. “Because I didn’t want to have to share Karen with ignorant bastards like you anyway.”

With his cock thick and hard, he stroked it as he waded into the water toward me.

“Caine,” I hissed. “What are you doing?”

“Showing him what he’s missing.” Caine lounged against the back of the rocks on a mini cliff. His legs in the water, his cock in his hand as he stroked up and down, watching me.

I crossed my arms over my chest. “You are out of your mind.” But even as I said the words, my sex pulsed. My heat rose hard and fast again.

“Come, Karen.” Caine smiled with his eyes half-closed. “I can smell your desire growing.”

With a glance back at Axel who looked like he was fuming, I inched toward Caine. My body demanded I abate this need in me or I was going to go mad. Already my legs were starting to tremble and the pain was building in between my legs. I was already getting so far gone I wouldn’t care anymore who I fucked as long as I could get relief.

“You’re a bastard,” I seethed when I drew up to him.

He bent down and kissed me, pouring everything into our kiss. This was his apology and desire, his way of saying he wanted everything to be better between us, and how much he missed me.

And I found myself kissing him with as much fervor. Then I pushed him back and ignored his crooked smile as my heart rate sped up.

I wrapped my hands around the base of his cock, then moved my body down his, my mouth already open, ready to taste what he wanted to give me. I flicked my tongue across the tip of him. His precum fueled my passion even more. I cupped his balls.

“Oh yeah. Nice and slow,” he moaned.

I swirled my tongue around his shaft and moaned. My mouth closed on his hard dick as he rocked his hips back and forth, going a bit deeper.

Caine grasped the back of my head, plunging further into my mouth, and hitting the back of my throat. My pussy pulsed with need and desire.


Fuck!


“Come and join us, cousin,” Caine panted. “If you think you can satisfy her more than me.”

Caine’s fingers grasped my hair tighter and a shiver of pleasure shot through me.

“Fuck, just like that,” he whispered.

His cock was hitting the back of my throat and turning me on so much I was on fire. I needed more though. Tears stung my eyes as I held onto the throbbing delicious pain in my sex.

Then I felt hands lift the lower part of my body out of the water. Cool fingers probed my sex and I cried out in sweet longing with Caine’s cock still thrusting into my mouth. Thank goodness Caine must have lowered his magical shields to allow Axel to teleport here.

“I know what you need, little witch,” Axel’s voice was husky. “I want to taste you.”

Axel held my lower body out of the water, his tongue stroked my sensitive folds. When he lightly nipped my flesh, I gasped, Caine’s cock popping out of my mouth. I squirmed to get in a better position. But Axel held me tight. His fingers clenched on my ass and his tongue delved deeper into me. My hips bucked. Then Caine turned me to the side, gliding his cock between my eager lips. I moaned.

I grasped Caine’s balls, squeezing and playing with them.

“Oh God, yes,” Caine raked his hands in my hair and pushed me down hard, holding me down by my hair, fucking my mouth.

Each thrust was so sensual and powerful, my pussy was dripping wet. I wanted sex and I wanted it now. Axel dipped two fingers, then three into my sopping pussy. My body arched. My sex clamped down on his fingers and I moaned. Caine’s cock popped out of my mouth for a moment.

“More,” I gasped.

Axel pumped his fingers back and forth in my slick heat. Then he pulled out of me and I cried out from the loss. He licked his fingers, sucking on them.

“God, you taste like ambrosia.”

I couldn’t wait anymore. My body screamed for sex. Axel seemed to like teasing me, but I was way past that now.

I jerked out of Axel’s grip and climbed onto Caine. His cock slid into my wetness. I rocked my hips back and forth on him, trying to ease the burning torture of my lust. Caine pinched my nipples hard, balanced me between pleasure and pain as he kissed my neck.

“Told you she’d prefer me,” Caine said.

“Fuck… me… both of you,” I panted.

“Does this feel good?” Caine thrust harder. “Can you feel me pounding your cunt?”

I tried to nod, but shock waves of pleasure rolled through me. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. Pain shot through me and I screamed.

“Please, Axel,” I begged. I didn’t care about anything else, but him — both of them — inside me.

His cool fingers cupped my ass, spreading my cheeks apart. Slowly, he rubbed his penis over me while Caine slowed his thrusts to give his cousin leverage to enter me.

Axel grabbed the back of my head, forcing me to do as he pleased and started slowly grinding his cock into my ass. “Shit, you’re so tight. You like that, don’t you, little witch?”

I nodded, clenching my eyes shut and feeling the wickedness of his voice. I wanted to cum. I wanted it badly. I wanted him deeper, harder, hitting all the buttons of euphoria inside me.

He grunted, spreading me wider. The first couple of seconds of this penetration were searing. Once fully inside me, he stilled. Caine rubbed my clit with his hand while he sucked on my nipple, making me rock back and forth as the tension in me turned to desperation and my climax built. Both dragon shifters pumped into me, filling me. I rocked back and forth, our bodies in unison.

Caine twirled his tongue around my nipple, coaxing me to orgasm. Electricity sent currents of pleasure running up through me and I mewled in pleasure.

“Cum for me, witch.” Axel pumped into my ass harder and faster, rubbing over a sensitive spot inside me.

An energy raced up my spine and took me to another realm of ecstasy.

“Ahh… Ohhhh, fuucckkkk…. Yes…”



Both of them continued, fucking me faster and deeper. Caine’s hands tightened over my breasts. My nipples were hard and erect, and then, slowly, my whole body twitched.
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M
 y climax shattered me. Behind me, Axel growled, shoving even deeper into me. My body trembled as another orgasm rose quickly. Both Caine and Axel’s pace thrusting inside me increased like they were on some ego-trip race. But I was too carried away by pleasure to care.

Caine pulled me down for a kiss and the new angle sent all kinds of pleasure and pain through my senses. It felt like I was clenching around both cocks.

My legs shook and Caine broke away from our kiss.

He whispered in my ear, “For you, I will let him win this time.”

Before I could ask what that was supposed to mean, Caine fucked me harder. My tits bounced in his face as he threw back his head and roared, cuming inside me.

Axel huffed behind me, his breath blowing across my back. “Watch me make your woman cum, cousin.”

My face flushed. Was that all I was to him, a way to one-up Caine? I moved forward to get away, but Axel’s grip tightened. Oh God, I wanted this.

“Yes, please,” I sobbed with a moan, my body spasming.

Harder and faster he thrust into me. I gasped as his cock slid in and out of my ass filling me deeper and deeper it seemed. I held onto Caine’s shoulders as he held me in place. The lust in his eyes grew at seeing his cousin pound me.

Axel picked up his pace, ramming in and out as hard as he could. My whole body tingled, and I bit down on the scream of pleasure rocketing through me.

A few moments later, Axel grunted, pushing into me deep and shuddering.

I panted, trying to catch my breath, and sagged against Caine as Axel slid out of me. Excitement prickled along my skin. I had eleven men in my harem now. And with Zuri, we could face off against Magda and rescue the others.

“Next time I’m going to have you taste my cock, little witch,” Axel said in a low tone. “And I’ll make you cum at the same time as I fuck your mouth.”

“Where’s…” I licked my lips. “Zuri? He needs to join us too.”

Axel chuckled. “Oh no, neither I nor Zuri is becoming part of your little harem. You’re a good fuck, but I’m not going up against Magda again. We barely escaped last time.”

“What?” I pushed up out of Caine’s arms. “You fucking bastard. We have a connection, I know you feel it as much as I do. What was all this then?”

“A good fuck, that’s all.” He nodded his head to me. “You’ve got a death spell on your back and I’m not joining your rollercoaster ride into the grave. Got too much life to live.”

Axel popped out of the cavern leaving an icy chill across my skin. I felt hollowed out as I slunk back in the water. His words stung me to my core and he was right. I hadn’t had his shifter animals burned into my back like the others. How was I going to get through to him? I was his and he was mine, but he didn’t want to be. His rejection made me feel hollow and empty inside.

“Why did your cousin do that?” My question scraped my throat raw.

“He’ll come around,” Caine murmured, rubbing my back.

I shuddered, leaning my forehead against his.

“Sorry,” I whispered. “For being mad at you.”

“No. You had every right to be. Though in my defense, I was trying to keep you alive.”

“I know.” I kissed him deeply.

The hiss of a can opening broke us apart. “Oh don’t stop on our part,” Dean said lifting a can of beer. “Never seen a dragon mate before.”

“We thought you might be hungry,” Shane added, lifting a tray of sandwiches, fruit, and beer cans.

“Famished.” I sunk into the water and swam over to them.

Behind me, Caine muttered thanks and grabbed a couple of sandwiches off the tray.

Minh and Brice joined us as well. Minh accepted a cluster of grapes while Brice grabbed two sandwiches with one hand and a beer in the other.

“Feeling any better?” Shane asked me.

“Some.” I took a bite of an apple slice. “Axel stopped in, but he doesn’t want to be part of our group.” This was why I didn’t get a tattoo of his animals burned into my back like the other ones after we’d had sex. With Axel, it had been purely lust and physical. He hadn’t accepted our bond in his heart or mind, only his dick. As much as I had enjoyed him inside me, I couldn’t help feeling lost and used.

“Well, he’s an idiot.” Dean took a sip of his beer. “You’re amazing, Karen. Sexy, smart, and you go out of your way for others.”

I hopped out of the hot springs, not caring I was naked. Dean and Shane sat down on either side of me. I felt like I was in-between a mirror with their identical faces and bodies pressed next to me.

Caine stayed in the water, leaning against the ledge as he accepted a beer Brice handed him.

I grabbed a sandwich off the tray. “We’ve got other issues though. Like how my magic isn’t working right. And getting the others from Magda.” I had a feeling deep in my gut like our time was running out. “Any ideas about how to get my magical-mojo back?”

Caine and Minh were the only mage users here now. We really could have used another opinion like Axel’s. I pushed aside the bitterness that lingered in my gut from his rejection.

“It could be you need a focus,” Minh said. “Like when you use the silver and copper charms. And more recently the pendulum.”

I chewed my food, thinking. “Yeah, but then it shattered. I don’t know, I feel like I’m missing something, you know? Like there’s a puzzle piece or two missing. I think that when I find those the picture will become clearer.”

We finished the food, my legs dangling over the edge of the hot spring, my feet stirring the water.

“Your magic could be tied to your emotions.” Caine lifted his beer can as though toasting me. “Anxiety and stress can screw you up.”

“I know something that can help you unwind.” Dean placed his hand on my bare leg, tracing up my thigh.

“I was thinking the same thing, brother,” Shane said, setting aside his beer and rubbing a hand down my arm.

Delicious chills broke out over my body.

“You need to relax.” Shane gently pushed against my shoulder, helping me to lay back.

The idea of chilling with my men sounded like heaven. I was content with their presence, their breathing, their warmth and strength.

In their arms, I drifted off to sleep, unable to keep my eyes open.






* * *




A
 cramp in my arm woke me. I couldn’t believe we fell asleep at the edge of the hot springs in Caine’s underground natural pool. I was still tangled with my men and smiled, despite the rejection I still felt deep inside from Axel. Minh’s dark hair was sticking up on one side and Caine rubbed his eyes.

“Morning.” I groaned, stretching. “What do you guys want for breakfast?”

“You,” Caine said in a husky voice that had my core tightening in anticipation.

Brice took off his shirt, lifted my head and placed his clothing under my head. “I couldn’t agree more.”

I was laying down with Dean and Shane on either side of me, their hands tracing over my abs and my breasts. Brice leaned over me, kissing me. Our tongues explored, sought out the slick sensation that would bring us closer. I went to touch him, but he drew back.

“Nope, we service you.”

Dean pinned my right arm and Shane did the same with my left. Then Brice went back to kissing me senseless.

The twins caressed my breasts and soon their tongues swirled across my nipples. I moaned, arching my back. Then hands were skimming up my thighs from the water.

Fingers traced the outer edges of my sex, teasing me. Had to be Caine, I thought breathlessly. I writhed, trying to move, silently begging for more.

When Caine didn’t provide me with what I needed, I tried to pump my hips against his hand, and he chuckled.

“What should we do about this bad girl, Minh?” Caine’s voice sent shivers of pleasure through me. “She’s not obeying the rules of receiving.”

“Then she should be punished,” Minh said in a thick voice.

I imagined him naked, watching the other four lavish me, while he stroked his hard cock. A moan of desire escaped my lips as Brice pulled away. He unbuttoned his jeans, tossing them aside and took off his briefs.

“Do you want this?” he asked.



I licked my lips. “Hell yes.”
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Chapter 23











B
 rice’s sexy grin made my mouth water as he knelt before me. “We are going to fuck you so good.”


Yes, please.


As if on some silent cue between my men, as soon as Brice pushed the tip of his cock into my mouth, Dean and Shane started to suck on each of my breasts. And Caine’s fingers closed over my clit, flicking and rubbing until my walls quivered, ready to be filled.

Slowly, Brice slid his dick deeper into my mouth, then nearly out again. Arousal shot through me. Something about a man fucking my mouth was super sensual. I sucked and licked him as he hit the back of my throat, pausing, then slowly pulling back and forth. My body hummed with an imminent climax.

“Oh, your mouth feels fucking good.” Brice lifted my head, going deeper still.

I wanted to move, to touch them, but Dean and Shane still had my arms pinned.

I tried to buck against Caine’s mouth, his teasing tongue. But then his hands held my legs up and apart. Caine pulled away and I nearly cried out in protest.

New fingers rubbed my clit and I pictured Minh leaning over me. I trembled with need. I was so horny I wanted to fuck them all hard and fast.

Caine thrust into me. I groaned, but it wasn’t a sound of hurt. My body grew so wet that he went in all the way. He didn’t waste time, but pumped into me. Minh’s fingers stroked my sensitive nub and with Brice’s cock in my mouth and Dean and Shane sucking my breasts, tingles spread through my entire body. I couldn’t think. Could do nothing but feel the pleasure rolling over me, building like a tidal wave that washed my cares away. All of my muscles grew stiff at once as my orgasm rolled through me, then I was boneless.

But my men didn’t relent. Brice and Caine fucked my mouth and my pussy until another wave of euphoria crashed over me. Brice grasped the back of my hair, guiding me deeper onto his cock. My eyes watered, but I was so turned on I couldn’t stop, didn’t want to stop.

I tasted his precum on the back of my tongue and I sucked him harder.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he groaned. Then he spilled his cum down my throat.

“My turn,” one of the twins said.

I couldn’t even open my eyes to figure out which one, but at this point, I was too far gone to care.

His cock was fully erect and a touch salty. I moaned, wanting to take him all in like I had Brice. God. I was so horny aftershocks spun into another climax. This time, Caine cursed, thrusting into me hard and fast.

Then he pulled out of me and Minh took his place, sinking into my pussy. A new mouth started sucking on my other breast and I didn’t know if it was Caine or Brice. I didn’t think I could take any more, but yet I wanted more.

Using all my strength and will, I pushed against them, the cock that I’d sucked on with so much greedy pleasure popping out of my mouth.

“You want more of us to fuck you?” Shane asked.

I nodded.

Minh climbed out of the water, then laid down on the stones. Quickly, because I felt another orgasm on the brink, I climbed on top of him. A growl of appreciation vibrated in my throat as I sank onto his cock. Then Dean knelt before me and I lowered my head to his cock, sucking long and hard. Trembles of pleasure coursed through me.

Then Brice sat beside me, stroking his dick with one hand and pinching my nipple with the other. I ground my hips against Minh and turned my head so Dean could fuck my mouth. Then Shane lined up behind me, pulling the wetness from around me. I guessed he was slicking himself up to enter me.

“You’re so gorgeous like this, Karen,” Shane said. “Now let me fuck your ass.”

I waited, forcing my body to relax so he could slide inside of me without causing me pain. His thick cock eased in a little at a time. Minh pumped into me slow and steady, driving me wild, while Shane eased in deeper and deeper, letting my body adjust to him slowly. But I wanted them to fuck me.

“Shit,” Dean said and slid in and out of my mouth.

For the moment, I concentrated on him, sucking his cock harder. Caine pinched my nipple until the nub pebbled in his touch. Then Brice was on my other side, doing the same with my other breast.

Shane slid slowly into my ass. Pleasure shot out of me and I moaned for the delicious pressure. I bucked back and forth. I couldn’t stop. I didn’t want to stop. He pushed in a little further, and held it for a second before finally pulling out, then back in again. My body contracted around him.

Three of my men were inside me and two more touching me. I was in heaven.

Shane thrust into me over and over. My muscles quivered. My body spasmed. Even Dean and Minh picked up his pace.

I felt like I was going to convulse from the pleasure of their cocks. My toes curled and the room shook as they slammed into me. I orgasmed as they each fucked me over and over. I was gasping for air in between Dean sliding in and out of my mouth.

The combination of Dean, Minh, and Shane’s banging and my own energy was too much. My breathing became ragged. I felt as though the orgasm was buried deep inside of me. All three of them had to go in more to reach it. Their pace picked up as if they could sense my desperation. Their bodies slapped into mine while Caine and Brice massaged my breasts.

My orgasm came screaming out. My entire body convulsed and rippled with pleasure. At the same time, Dean, Minh and Shane thrust into me harder and faster, their climaxes coming as one with me.

Even Caine and Dean grew rigid beside me, their warm cum shooting across my back from either side.

Satisfied and unable to hold myself up, I collapsed onto Minh, panting to catch my breath. All of my muscles were liquid now. I didn’t think I could walk if my life depended on it. Even my vagina and ass were pulsing.

Minh and Shane stayed inside me, but Dean was sitting down at my head, a slow smile spreading across his face.

“How do you feel now?” he asked.

“Utterly content,” I purred. My eyes fluttered closed and I grumbled a touch when Minh and Shane slid the rest of the way out of me.

Strong hands picked me up and I inhaled Caine’s scent of smoke and a sweet spiciness I couldn’t name. “You’re sleeping with me alone tonight in my bed.”



His alpha nature and jealousy laced his words, but I was too far gone to make a fuss. Tomorrow I’d worry about Axel and Zuri. And how to get my magic back on track before we took on Magda and rescued the others. I snuggled against his chest and let the world fade away.
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Chapter 24











I
 woke with my arm and leg draped over Caine’s body. His eyes were closed. When I bound him to me as my first shifter mate, I had no idea our relationship would progress to me loving him, and all my men, so much so I couldn’t imagine my life without any of them.

Which made the fact the bitch Magda had five of them feel like I was breathing with stakes in my chest.

“You’re awake,” Caine said in a gruff voice.

I turned toward him and traced the lines of muscles in his arm. “Maybe.”

Just hearing his voice made me damp and my mouth water in anticipation of his kiss and touch. He grasped me, flipping me under and the air whooshed out of my lungs. His kiss made my toes curl. When I lifted my hands to touch him, he leaned back, his gaze raking over my body. From his heated stare, my nipples pebbled. Slowly, he skimmed his hand up my thighs and my breaths quickened.

He grazed a finger across my sex in circles and light touches until my arousal spiked even higher. I writhed under him, trying to get closer to him. A throbbing need pulsed deep inside me.

“Please.” I shivered beneath him.

“No, you are our queen — the bind holding us together.” He paused, his finger pressing to my clit. “Tell me what you want me to do.”

I wiggled, but he didn’t move. When I didn’t answer him, he flicked his finger over the aching bundle of nerves and I nearly came off the bed. My breaths turned to pants.

“Please,” I whimpered.

“What? You want me to stop?” He arched an eyebrow.

I let out a growl that would’ve made any coyote shifter proud.

“I want you inside me.” I clenched my teeth, reaching down to try and grab his cock.

“Like this?” He eased a finger into me, and I hissed.

“More.” I couldn’t reach him, so I gripped the silk sheets beneath me instead, clutching them tightly.

He slid two fingers into my wetness, and I bucked against his hand. But it wasn’t enough, not nearly so. I squirmed as my sex ached and pulsed, wanting him.

“What?” His thumb rubbed over my clit.

“I need,” I panted. “I need you to fuck me.”

He withdrew his fingers, and I cried out in a mix of joy and pain. Then he lined up his cock, rubbing it up and down my folds. He stared into my eyes as he slid inch by inch inside me. I groaned and shuddered.

Then he pulled almost out and plunged in deep. I arched my back as I thrust my hips up to meet him. My muscles tightened around him. Shivers of pleasure raced through me and my breath hitched.

His brow furrowed like he was concentrating on not cuming. When his pace slowed, I grasped his arms and brought him down further on top of me. I kissed his neck, loving the taste of his saltiness as he whispered a curse and pumped into me harder.

Flames of pleasure built inside me as my dragon stoked the fire that would bring us both to nirvana. Each thrust brought me closer and closer.

“God, I’ve missed you.” I kissed the edge of his jaw and wrapped my legs around his hips.

Caine moaned, a desperation in his eyes. He squeezed my nipple. My back bowed and I sank my teeth into his shoulder.

“Fuck!” He pounded me harder.

This was what I wanted, what I yearned for. Making my men go crazy for me. Pleasure wracked through me, my breath hard. I shuddered as my orgasm sang through me. A few seconds later, I stilled under him. Satisfied and loving the feel of Caine inside.

He pumped into me again and again before letting out a contented sigh. “That wasn’t supposed to happen. I wanted to make you cum a lot more.”

The fact I could bring this mighty dragon shifter to lose his shit thrilled me. I skimmed a hand down his arm. “You’ll have to make it up to me later.”

“Hmmm…” He nuzzled my neck. “Fuck, you smell so good, like vanilla and oranges.”

I could feel his cock stir against my thigh, but my stomach let out a loud growl and we both laughed.

“After breakfast then.” He kissed me.

“And a shower,” I added. “In a minute. I want to snuggle with you.”

He wrapped his arms around me, holding me to his chest. His warmth encased me. I felt loved, protected. I closed my eyes, never wanting to let go of right here and now. I could happily let the world rage around us.

But life wasn’t that simple. At least mine wasn’t.

“What was your first impression of me?” I opened my eyes and trailed my fingertips across his muscled chest.

“That you were more powerful than you realized.”

I looked up at him. “Seriously?”

“Yup.” He kissed the top of my forehead. “Like napalm.”

I lightly slapped this shoulder. “I am not.” God, if only, I wouldn’t have to deal with all of this horrible stuff. I could just snap my fingers and will everything fixed.

His chuckle rumbled in his chest against my ear. “Keep telling yourself that.”

“You are as arrogant and bossy as when we first met.” I huffed, but kept laying in his arms.

“So that was your first impression of me? Sounds about right.”

This time, I kissed him, starting along his jawline. “Never thought I’d be right here with a dragon in my bed.”

He rubbed my back. “If you keep kissing me, we’re not going to make it to breakfast.”

“Um… as tempting as you are, I am starving.” And as much as I didn’t want to start the day, I needed to complete my court and rescue the others. “After we eat, we need to figure out how to get Axel and Zuri onboard. Do you have any idea what motivates your cousin or how we can reason with him?”

None of my men, except for Caine, had been hard to persuade to join with me. Now, I had two who didn’t want anything to do with me. I needed to know everything I could to try to get them to become a part of my court.

Caine ignored my question and kissed the tip of my nose instead. “You get cleaned up, I’ll see about breakfast.”

“You cook?” Before Magda, it had been Jerry who made amazing meals. My chest tightened at the thought of him and the others. We had to get them out. All of my instincts said we needed Axel and Zuri to complete our circle before attacking her. Caine had been right. She’d nearly wiped us out when I had eight of my men with me. Even with Axel and Zuri, there would be just seven.

“I cook enough that it’s edible.” Caine winked. “Be ready to eat in half an hour.”

Before I could protest, he climbed out of bed, tossed on a pair of briefs, and padded out of the bedroom.

Twenty minutes later I was done with the shower. I checked the tattoos on my back depicting all my men’s shifter animals. No sign of Axel’s dragon or a polar bear and nothing of Zuri’s black bull or panther. I let out a huff and threw a T-shirt on, not even bothering with a bra.

My stomach rumbled again and I hiked on a pair of jeans, then strolled to the kitchen.

Dean and Shane were asleep in the recliners, game controllers in their hands. The scent of bacon and eggs wafted from the kitchen.

I sat at the bar beside Minh who looked like he just woke up. His dark hair was standing up in the back. Brice was making coffee.

Everything would be perfect if only we had everyone here.

I whispered thanks as Brice slid a cup of coffee with sugar and cream to me. The eggs were scrambled with cheese and Caine added a half bottle of salsa to his while Brice poured on ketchup.

“Want any?” He held out the ketchup bottle.

“Ugh, no. I only like ketchup with french fries.” I blew him a kiss. “But thanks anyway, weirdo.”

He grinned, scooping up a forkful of eggs. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

“Breakfast?” Dean yawned from the living room. “Why didn’t anyone wake us?”

“You’re awake now.” Caine gestured to the pan on the stove with his elbow while he held his plate and fork. “Help yourselves and since you two are the last ones awake, you get to clean up.”

Shane shuffled in behind his brother and they finished off the rest of the food.

When everyone had finished eating, Dean and Shane belted out a rock song as they did the dishes.

“So what’s the plan?” Brice leaned against the edge of the bar.

His wolf scent mingled with the spicy-sweetness that reminded me of cinnamon made me clutch onto the barstool instead of pouncing on him. As though sensing my arousal, his gray eyes smoldered and it felt even hotter in here.

“We need to get Axel and Zuri.” I shook my head to try and dislodge my lust. “They’re part of our court — I mean they should be. But he’s resisting it. I don’t know where Zuri stands.”



His crooked smile made my pulse speed up. “Then let’s find out.”
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Chapter 25











“I
 t’s not that simple. We can’t march up to Zuri. For one thing, I don’t even know where he or Axel are,” I said to Brice and the others.

Brice shrugged. “Sure it is. We find Zuri and talk to him. Find out what he wants. And if he joins with us, he might give Axel more incentive to follow.”

I didn’t think Axel agreed to anything unless he wanted to. At least I didn’t have to hunt down men or wonder where my last two harem members were. Convincing them was another matter. My stomach clenched and I pressed my arms to my middle, feeling like my world was falling apart around me.

“Hey, everything will be okay,” Brice said, wrapping his arm around me and giving me a sideways hug. “From what you’ve told us, both guys hate Magda, so we can play that to our advantage.”

I shook my head. “No way. I’m not going to manipulate someone into doing what I want them to do. This has to be their choice.”

“No one said you couldn’t sweeten the deal.” Dean leaned against the counter. “Show them the advantage of putting down our mutual enemy.”

My gut tightened. I didn’t like playing people, but there was no way we’d even have a chance against Magda without all the resources I could get. Including trying to figure out why my magic was freaking out.

“I can’t wait to beat Magda’s ass and we’re a full unit again,” Brice growled, low in his chest.

“Do any of you have any ideas about my magic and why it’s not working right?” I looked from Caine to Minh, the only magic users with me now. I would have loved to have Axel to advise me on these matters too. Hell, for that matter, I’d love all twelve of my men here with me.

“Emotions?” Minh offered. “They can wreak havoc with mages where I come from, which is why I strive to remain neutral and balanced.”

Caine rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “Could be part of the issue. You’ve never had to face down another witch. A full-blooded one with emotional knots about your aunt and father.”

“You think my magic is fighting against me? Like fear and stuff?”

“More like you’re fighting your magic.” Caine’s emerald eyes met mine. “You’re very powerful, Karen, but somehow along the way you persuaded yourself that you’re not.”

I balked at his belief my magic was powerful. “I couldn’t even handle simple spells until Aunt Jess discovered I could use silver or copper to amplify my magic and now it’s not working.”

“Amplify or focal point?” Caine scratched his chin.

“I— I never thought of that.” I frowned, trying to remember the first time Aunt Jess gave me a charm. She’d said to imagine it as the key to opening up the spell further. Like a key in an ignition.

“Perhaps it is both,” Minh offered.

“I’m going to get cleaned up,” Shane said, yawning. “Your magic mumbo-jumbo talk is scrambling my brain.”

“Dibs on the shower.” Dean hurried behind them as they left.

“I’m going to do some research.” Brice kissed the top of my head. “Might not know anything about magic, but I can see if the internet has any ideas.”

“Thanks.” I squeezed his hand as he left. Then I turned back to Minh on my right and Caine across the bar from us. “What about the archives? Do they have anything about strengthening magic from your dragon lineage?”

“I can check those out.”

“Great,” I said and hopped off the barstool. “I’ll come with you.”

The vein in Caine’s jaw pulsed. “Not a chance.”

“What? Why not?” I crossed my arms, lifting my chin.

“Because last time you went to the archives, you got us tossed out. I’m not even sure I can get inside anymore.”

“Oh, yeah.” I swallowed remembering how I’d tried a shifter spell to be able to open the coyote files and find out more about my dad. It hadn’t worked and had set off all the alarms. But I did meet Ben though. He was my eagle and griffin shifter and one of the men Magda had stolen from me.

Even though Caine was right, it didn’t change the fact I really wanted to go.

“Fine.” I lowered my arms with a sigh. “What do I do in the meantime? Just sit here and wait?”

“No.” Minh placed his hand over mine. “Let us practice your magic together. Perhaps some of my meditation techniques can help you.”

“Thanks.” I offered him a watery smile. As much as I wanted to work with Minh, I wanted to know about my dad more. I’d grown up my entire life thinking he’d abandoned me on Aunt Jess’ doorstep. Then I found out there might have been much more involved, including Magda.

I clenched my fists at my sides, pushing down the bitter taste filling my mouth. Magda was going to pay for all she’d done. And she better hope whatever gods she believed in she hadn’t hurt my men or Aunt Jess. I would do worse than a death curse on her ass.

Caine strolled out of the kitchen, then pulled me into his arms. “Don’t worry, we’ll get through this and rescue everyone.”

How could he read me so easily? I wrapped my arms around his neck, breathing him in. He bent down, kissing me long and sweetly, reminding me of our private time this morning.

“Be careful, okay?” I breathed out against his mouth.

“Always.” He brushed his lips across mine, then strode away.

I watched from the window as he exited out onto the balcony and my heart kicked in my chest. Caine. My dragon. The first of my men I’d given my heart to and who had protected me and encouraged me through all of this. With a smirk over his shoulder at me, he removed his underwear. I admired his rippling muscles and firm ass. He tossed his clothing on one of the patio’s plastic chairs.

His skin shifted to a bright green and he pushed down onto his hands and knees. His emerald skin erupted into thousands of scales. He shook his head as a spiked tail emerged. Bones snapped and twisted, his muscles convulsed, contorting into his dragon form. Then his body grew in size until he filled the entire balcony. His wings stretched out across his back and he dive-bombed off the balcony.

“Show off,” I called out after him.

He twirled in the air, disappearing over the mountains.

I let out a laugh, shaking my head, then faced Minh. “Okay, let’s do this.”






* * *




A
 n hour later, I stood outside across from Minh. His water magic swirled around him like a bubble. Brice, Dean, and Shane looked down from the balcony eating popcorn like this was a show.

“Ignore them. Concentrate.” Minh held out his hands, making his bubble expand in front of him like a huge, blue shield.

“Try and break through my barrier.”

“What if I hurt you?” I bit my lip. The only thing I was sure of was my power wouldn’t do what I wanted and his shield looked no thicker than a thin sheen of water.

“That’s why I have the barrier. Focus on it.”

I let out a breath, trying to center myself like Minh had walked me through several times already. I am centered. I am like a tree rooted in the ground.
 Gathering my magic, I sent it forward like last time. A blast of wind blew across Minh’s bubble. It wavered but didn’t break.

“That was better than last time.” Minh gave me an encouraging smile.

“Yeah, last time you coated Caine’s car in yellow oil.” Dean lifted his beer in salute. “Can’t wait until he sees that one.”

“Stop it.” I shook out my hands, trying to work out the cramps from working my magic so hard. “We’ll fix it.”

“No, I like his car better this way,” Shane shouted down to me. “Next time, do it when Caine’s in the convertible though. I want to get a picture.”

I rolled my shoulders back, ignoring their jokes, and trying to ease the tension growing between my shoulder blades. Their light-heartedness was only a means to get me to lighten up, but I couldn’t. Not when the lives of my loved ones were at stake.

“Again,” Minh encouraged.

This time, I imagined a pike skimming the top of Minh’s bubble. Not close enough to him to hurt him. But enough to puncture through his bubble. Sweat trickled down the back of my neck as I raised my hands, murmuring the spell. “Et fortes ferrum, penetrant detrimento id venenatis nulla.”

My magic stirred, but then a pain jabbed me in the back. A scream ripped from me as I fell to my knees. My muscles seized.

“Karen,” Minh dropped his shield and raced to me. “What is it?”

I couldn’t speak. It took all of my effort to breathe and even that was shallow and weak.

Brice snarled, shifting into his wolf form. He bound down from the balcony, Dean and Shane leaping over the railing still in their human forms.



I gasped in a breath, desperate to warn them. “Here… Magda.”
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Chapter 26











B
 rice’s hackles raised and he growled low in his throat. His wolf had scented the threat too.

“Is it a fight?” Dean’s fingers twitched at his sides as he spoke. “I’ve been itching for one ever since you told us what happened with the rest of your court and your aunt.”

I nodded, trying to catch my breath, the pain searing my back wouldn’t give in. A magical attack. Magda was amping up the death spell she’d put on me. I gritted my teeth, squeezing my eyes closed.

“I’ve beaten witches like you a thousand times before,” a ghostly female voice boomed, threatening in its timbre. “Surrender your men to me and I’ll make your death a quick one.”

“Never,” I squeezed out past the agonizing pain.

Minh’s cool magic washed over me, taking a bit of the sting with it.

“Show yourself.” I stood with my fists at my sides. Fuck!
 We weren’t ready. Caine was gone, I didn’t have Axel or Zuri with us or hell, even as honorary members of our court. My magic was still going haywire. But I would fight until my last breath to stop her.

“So dramatic,” Magda sighed.

But she appeared behind a cloud riding on Ben in all his glorious griffin form. He landed, clawing at the dirt, a flash of his claws glinted from the sunlight. His wings ruffled and he shook his head like he was under a spell or something.

My heart squeezed and a sob tore from my chest. He looked beaten and bloodied. While she appeared much like the first time I had seen her with her white, decaying looking skin and eyes of burning coals. Fangs protruded out of her mouth and her lips were peeled back over her teeth. Her heart was more like a black hole in her chest sucking the life from around her. She wore a black, clingy dress cut down to her navel and I wondered how the slinky thing stayed on.

“You seem a little low on shifters.” Her black eyes gleamed as she looked down at me.

A jagged piece of hurt sawed into my chest. She would pay for what she’d done. For every little fragment of pain she’d caused my men, my aunt, and me. I lifted my hands to blast her with lightning. “Calidi fulgoris optimi ure hostem rigidas!”

Sparks fizzled across my palms like static electricity, but died out quickly. Beside me, Brice growled low in his throat. Both Dean and Shane stood next to me with their fists ready at their sides.

“Is that real?” Shane asked, not taking his eyes off Magda and my griffin.

“Yes.” I swallowed, my throat dry at seeing Ben, one of my men, in his animal form. It felt like forever since he was with me. “It’s Ben, my eagle and griffin shifter.”

“Cool,” Dean nodded. “So maim him, but don’t kill him.”

Magda leaned forward, rubbing Ben’s eagle head. “Last chance. Surrender your remaining men to me. You can’t win. Your pathetic magic is useless.”

“Fuck you,” I yelled. Then tried to conjure a fire spell to knock her off Ben.

But she lifted her hand, my back twisting and seizing. A scream gritted out between my clenched teeth.

“Stop!” Minh shouted, throwing a cyclone of water at her, but she merely dodged the attack.

Ben swooped low, grazing his claws across Minh’s back. Then Dean and Shane leapt into the air. They grasped onto Ben’s griffin form. Ben twisted, trying to dislodge them. Magda cursed, tossing a zap of magic at Dean and Shane. They tumbled backward through the air.

“Minh! Save them.” My words were hoarse and not nearly loud enough.

Despite his pale face, Minh tossed up a bubble of water and caught the honey badgers safely.

I let out a sigh of relief. They were safe.

Magda clapped her hand and the bubble leaked water, drenching us. But at least Dean and Shane were safe. I wiped the hair out of my eyes. The bubble hadn’t popped. Instead, it floated over the twins, scooping them up.

Ben swooped down, grasped the bubble in his claws.

“No!” I rushed forward. She was going to take them with her. Bend them under her magic.

My wolf shifter lunged at Magda. But she was quicker and threw a hand up, knocking him backward. She muttered a spell I couldn’t make out and a green haze drifted over us.

“Get back.” It was too late.

Ben soared up, feathers fluttering in the wind. The magic like a green spiked ball surged forward and surrounded us all. My skin prickled. What had she cast?

“No!” I screamed. “Stop her, stop them.”

I tossed every spell I could think of at them, but Brice yipped, tugging at my jeans with his teeth.

He was trying to pull me away.

“Don’t.” I pushed back. “I have to save them.” Tears stung my eyes. “Revertetur ad me. Revenite.”

But nothing worked. I sank to my knees, my back still burning, and my stomach gnawing on despair.

Brice nuzzled my arm. When I met his amber wolf stare, he turned his muzzle to Minh who lay on the ground a few feet away. My stomach heaved. Please let him be okay, please.


I crawled over to him. When he let out a breath, a sob broke from me.

“Minh.” I stroked his cheek and stilled. His skin was cold, too cold. “It’s a spell. Fuck!”

And Brice whined, his tail thumping the ground.

“W-Why haven’t you shifted back?” Then the realization hit me. “Magda. She blocked your power like mine. It wasn’t even sputtering after that green stuff hit us. And Minh…. she’s done something to him too. Now she has Dean and Shane as well.” My throat tightened. She had seven of my men now. My magic was completely blocked for who knew how long. Brice was stuck in his wolf form. Minh was injured from a griffin’s claws and now I had this stupid new spell on me.

Everything was falling apart. And I couldn’t help thinking it was all my fault. If only I’d been a stronger witch. If I had made Axel and Zuri join us, then we’d have been better equipped to take her on.

And she’d been so confident. She’d only brought Ben with her.



I’d been a fucking fool.
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Chapter 27











I
 sank to my knees, sobbing as my heart shattered into a million fragments. There was no way I could put the pieces back now. No way I could rescue my aunt and my men or find out about my father. None of this had gone the way it was supposed to. The way I needed and wanted.

“W-we have to get Minh inside.” I couldn’t heal him with my power being all over the place. Especially now that Magda had put some new spell on me. She was so much stronger than I was. More experienced in magic. I was like a buzzing fly compared to her. I hated that I had these feelings and thoughts because they made me weaker. I knew that, but it didn’t stop them from chinking away at me, eroding my confidence.

Brice in his wolf form huffed, drawing my attention.

Yeah, moving Minh wasn’t going to be easy. But instinct told me he needed to be in the water. Fast.

My hands trembled as I brushed a hand across Minh’s cheek. His skin was so hot now. Overhead, a flapping of wings sounded, and I flinched. Was it Magda coming to take what little I had left? To rip out more pieces of my heart?

A white dragon flew across the sky and I knew immediately who it was. Axel. The tightness in my chest loosened some.

He landed in a puff of white smoke, then walked out in his human form. God, the man was fine. White hair cascaded down his back. He wore a crisp white shirt and black leather pants that did nothing to detract from just how appealing he was.

I blinked, forcing away the draw of him. “Hurry, help me get him inside.”

“Why doesn’t the wolf shifter help you?” He sounded bored and flicked a hand out to Brice.

“Cause he’s stuck in his animal form.” I placed my hands under Minh’s head, lifting him partway up. “Don’t stand there, help me.”

“Did your magic do this?” Axel practically snarled the words at me.

“No, but I’ll be happy to practice turning you into the jackass you are later once Minh is safe.”

The muscle in his jaw twitched, and I wasn’t sure if he was holding back a laugh or a rebuttal. Probably the former as he didn’t seem the kind of guy to back down from a fight.

He lifted Minh completely, taking him from my arms. I felt hollow inside as I led Axel to the healing waters in the caverns under Caine’s mansion. When we eased Minh into the water, his eyes flickered open and I heaved out a sob.

“How are you feeling?” I asked, stroking his dark hair as he floated in the water.

“Like I was thrown around by a tornado then lit on fire with lightning.” His voice was hoarse and shaky. He looked scared and was hiding his fear with humor.

Tears pricked my eyes, but I nodded. “Me too. I’m so glad you’re okay.”

“I need to heal more.” He looked past me to Axel. “Thanks for getting me into the water.”

Axel cleared his throat. “You would do the same for me.”

“Karen,” Minh whispered like he was losing the fragments of strength he had. “I need to go deeper into the water. Do not be alarmed.”

“You’re not going to turn into a shark or something are you?” I said half-way jokingly and scrubbed a hand over my eyes to wipe away the fast-falling tears.

Minh grinned wickedly. “Are you into that kind of thing? Mer-sharks rather than mermen?”

I laughed. “Never really thought about it.”

His skin looked way too pale to me still. And his breathing was more labored than I would’ve liked.

“Rest now and you can show me later.” I brushed my lips across his and kissed his forehead too, reeling from the fact I almost lost him. And I couldn’t even think about the others Magda took. I told myself they were alive… and I would
 get them back.

Minh nodded, closing his eyes before sinking below the water until I couldn’t see him anymore. But he was a water mage and a Matsyāṅganā, which was one of the oldest mermaid legends ever.

He’d be fine, I told myself even though my heart twisted.

Slowly, I climbed out of the water. Brice in his wolf form was laying down sleeping. Our battle with Magda was brutal and I’d paid such a high price once again. I felt like a total loser, but I wouldn’t give up. Not until my men were back with me and safe. And Aunt Jess too. Was my dad still part of Magda’s court too? So many questions and uncertainties.

Axel stood a few feet away, his clothes completely dry now.

“Thanks.” I wrapped my arms around myself, my teeth starting to chatter. “It would have taken me too long to get him here by myself.”

His head tilted to the side, but his blue eyes were hard as ice. “You need to get changed into dry clothes or you’ll get sick and then where will your pack be without you healthy and well?”

“Don’t l-lecture m-me, I’m not in the m-mood.” I clenched my teeth to try and get them to stop chattering but I was so cold. “I’m going upstairs. I’m guessing you know your way out from here, since is this the spot where you fucked me before you teleported the hell out because you couldn’t get away from me fast enough.”

“Karen,” he said like he was fixing to scold me.

“Stop.” I whirled. “Don’t even try to tell me you know better or some shit. You know damn well we are down great men. You and Zuri could have helped us today, but you chose not to get involved.”

“You don’t understand, I can’t—”

“Can’t what?” I squeezed my arms across my stomach to try and still the chills sweeping through me. “Get tied to a court? You and I both know we belong together, as does Zuri. You two are the last men I need in my court.”

“So, we’re only notches in your harem belt?”

He didn’t know me. He didn’t know fuck all about me, but he assumed I was like Magda. I was nothing like her.

“Get out.” I dug my fingernails into my palms or I was going to smack him.

“Don’t pretend this is all me.” He growled, his eyes narrowed. “You practically begged me to fuck you.”

“Well, I won’t make that mistake again.” I marched off. Tears burned the back of my throat. He was an arrogant, stubborn fool. I knew he sensed the bond between us. I knew he had to have felt it as deeply as I did. Why was he resisting?

Even now, my body longed for him. Heat pooled between my legs just thinking about him. And despite my body’s protests, I didn’t turn back, but kept walking away.






* * *




U
 pstairs I peeled off my wet clothes, still shivering. Part of me thought about going back down into the hot springs underneath Caine’s mansion, but I didn’t feel like running into Axel if he was still down there. Even though I didn’t know him, I trusted he wouldn’t do anything to harm Brice or Minh. There was conviction in his ice-blue eyes when I confronted him about not joining with our court.

Unless it was Caine down there recovering, then I wouldn’t leave my dragon’s side. There was too much animosity and history between those two to trust either alone with the other when one of them was vulnerable.

I turned on the shower and let the hot water run over me, but it didn’t help the chills racing through my body. My teeth were chattering so much I thought they were going to crack. I flipped off the water and wrapped a towel around myself.

Maybe I needed sleep. I brushed my teeth, swishing with mouthwash after when a pain seized my breath and I almost inhaled before spitting out in the sink.


What the hell was that?


The pain came again, making me double-over onto the bathroom tile. All of my muscles tensed up until I thought they were going to rip off the bones. When the pain eased some, I was panting. Sweat gathered across my forehead and the back of my neck.

Oh, fuck! I knew what this was. My heat. I hadn’t dealt with it too much since accepting Caine, Gregg, Jerry, and Leo into my harem. But Caine was gone to the record archives and Minh was recovering. Brice was in his animal form and I didn’t do bestiality. And Magda had all my other men.


Shit, shit, shit.


The pain crashed into me again and again. Until I whimpered, curled in on myself.


Axel.


Maybe he was still here. He fucked me before… no. I shoved the thought aside. I wouldn’t beg or grovel at his feet for relief. Not after he walked away from me and the others. Especially after I had told him I would never ask him to fuck me ever again.

Sure, I was furious at the time, but my ego and pride refused to allow me to back off what I’d promised.

All I had to do was make it to my phone and call Caine. I really should’ve told him already to come back.

I pushed myself up only to have my legs buckle beneath me and I hit the floor with a crack. A fresh, stabbing pain shot up my hip.

I gritted my teeth as pain lashed at my insides as I crawled out of the bathroom. Blackness curled around the edges of my vision.



My phone was charging on the nightstand on the other side of the room, but it might as well be a million miles away. Hell… why couldn’t something go right for a change?
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Chapter 28











W
 arm fingers pressed lightly against my forehead, feeling incredible against my skin when I was so cold. Gently, strong hands hoisted me up, and I got a whiff of a scent that reminded me of a rainforest and a masculine aroma that made my inner coyote perk up. My heat rattled through my bones at the potential of mating with this man. Desire thrummed through me. He’s not Caine or any of the men I’ve had so far.

I cracked an eye open as he laid me in bed. Zuri leaned over me, a concerned look on his face from what I could make out as the room grew darker with the fading sun.

Soon I wouldn’t be able to see anything.

“How long have you been in heat?” His voice was low and firm making me wonder if he was in danger of shifting into his panther form. Which would be really bad. I couldn’t handle a wild cat tearing up Caine’s bedroom. Or even his other form of the black bull. If he and I didn’t mate, that might happen, like it did with all those bachelor shifters when I met with the elders before all this thirteenth zodiac stuff happened.

Despite being in the bed and not on the floor, my body still shivered.

His dark eyes dipped down to my body, huddled in the towel, and he licked his lips. “Did you know Axel was still in the house?”

“No… but… I wouldn’t give… him the… satisfaction,” I forced out between my chattering teeth.

Zuri laughed and the sound unlocked something deep inside me. He was one of my twelve. This gorgeous man with dark eyes and bright, white teeth. But I remember Axel’s words. Was this a test? Did he think I’d force myself on Zuri or demand he join with us to fight his worst enemy?

Pain ripped through me and I gasped for breath, trembling.

“Why do you not ask for help?” Zuri traced his long fingers across my arms.

I blinked away tears. “I-I know what you’ve gone through. I wouldn’t ask that of you.”

“What if I’m willing?” His fingers moved from my arms to my calf, slowly inching up.

“Is… this… a pity fuck?” Because I couldn’t stand it if that was all he wanted. Fucking Axel and him walking away sat like a weight on my chest. I couldn’t go through that again. I couldn’t make love to another man — a shifter — who I knew belonged with me only to have him abandon me. Again.

He chuckled, slowly tracing circles on my thighs and making my breath hitch. “Never heard it called that, but no. I know what I’m doing. I felt the call of you from miles away. No, even before, you drew me to you like a magnet. Like a bee to a flower in the middle of a dessert.”

His hand moved to my inner thigh and my back bowed, wanting his hand higher, touching me intimately.

“So yes, I know when we make love, I will be bonded to you and you to me.” He leaned over me, kissing me softly before he pulled back. Then his hands unlocked my arms from over my chest, setting them to the side. He slowly unwrapped the towel around my body, never taking his eyes off mine until I was uncovered.

His gaze heated my skin as he took in my nakedness.

“Th-Then how was Axel able to be with me and not be bound to me?”

“He didn’t commit. Not with his heart, mind, and soul but only with his dick.” Zuri took off his shirt, then pants and underwear. His cock was hard, thick, and long. “I commit to you all that I am or ever will be.”

My throat thickened with emotion, but I cupped his cheek as he leaned down over me. I didn’t have any doubts. “And I commit to you here and now, forever. I am yours and you are mine along with my other men.”

Fresh pain seared my back and I screamed, fisting my hands in the towel and sheets underneath me.

“What is it?” Zuri covered my hands with his.

“It’s the death curse,” I hissed. Fire licking down one side of my spine. “My back.”

He frowned, but then gently rolled me over. The cool air hit the new marking except it didn’t ease my misery. Wave after wave of pain bored through my spine and up to my skull. I screamed into the pillow, unable to stop. I felt like I was going to be ripped apart.

This pain combined with the heat of not having sex waged war inside me. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t catch my breath.

“Please,” I whined. “Make it stop.”

“Are you still in heat?”

I nodded once, unable to do much else. Then he brushed my hair back and nuzzled my neck. His hands cupped my ass, squeezing my cheeks while his cock pressed into my thigh.

I gasped as a slow ache started to overtake the searing pain on my back. “Yes.”

That was all the encouragement he needed. He shifted, his fingers stroking over my sex. I moaned as wetness coated his fingers when he slid inside. He lifted me until I was on all fours on the bed. His hands moved to my breast and massaged, squeezed until I bucked back against him.

He returned one hand to pump in and out of my sex as I wiggled to have more of him. I shivered as I felt his hot breath against my neck as I began to ache for him. I wanted his cock deep inside me, filling me, bringing both of us ecstasy.

His hands gripped my ass and he dipped his head down, licking me.

My arms and legs shook while his mouth devoured me. One of his hands held me up while with his other he used his fingers to stroke my clit while his tongue probed and sucked me.

A climax built deep within me. My nipples hardened and I let out soft, pleasured sounds.

His thumb guided my lips apart, stroking my sensitive nub. It was incredibly hot. I thought I was going to pass out, but my pussy was so wet. I wanted him to fuck me and that he was taking his time was making me hornier.

He lifted his head then lightly bit me on my ass. “So tasty.”

My body shuddered under his touch.

“How do you want me?” His voice was deeper, huskier than before.

“H-However I can have you. Please, fuck me.”

He eased his cock between my legs, and I widened my kneeling stance. Then he slid inch by delicious inch into me. I took in as much of his cock as I could, my body clutching and trembling around him as he sank deeper still.

I bit down on my lip, moaning loudly, “Oh fuck. Oh, fucking God, you’re so big. Oh shit, Oh God, oh yes!”

“Mmmm, that’s right,” he said, his cock sliding down into me, moving ever deeper until I shuddered in growing pleasure underneath him.

He waited for my body to adjust to his girth and width. His fingers reached around us, teasing my clit until I was moving my hips back and forth, drawing him to the core of me and back out again.

When he was nearly all the way out, I felt an ache like an ax to my gut. Slowly, ever so slowly, he entered me again, his thick shaft sliding fully inside me again. He grunted. His cock was warm and rigid in my tightness.

He felt so damn, fucking good.

His cock glided in and out of me. The friction drove on my already building climax. Our rhythm was hard and fast. His fingers gripped my ass, making me widen my legs even more. He helped hold me up on my hands and knees while he thrust into me.

His thumb pressed into my ass and he groaned. “I’m cuming in here next. You gonna be ready for me?”

“Yes,” I moaned. “Oh fuck, yes.”

I loved the way my breasts felt heavy and my nipples tightened and the way his fingers dug into my ass, showing me he wanted to take me every way he could.

His cock jacked into me over and over. Tingles sprouted all over my body as my orgasm erupted with a scream. My body stilled as he thrust harder and deeper into me until he groaned out a cry from his own release. I sagged down onto the bed and he followed me to pull my body back to his. Spasms of aftershocks racked through my body. He drew me tighter to him, his breathing hard.

“That was amazing,” I said once I could speak.

“I would have hoped so. I haven’t had sex in a decade.”

“Wait, what?” I rose onto my elbow, looking up at him. “How?”

“Not since Magda. I didn’t desire to be with anyone,” he traced a finger down my cheek, “until now.”

My face heated at his words. He wanted to be with me after whatever tortures Magda had done to him. “Don’t bring her into our bed.”

He pulled me up, kissing me until I was breathless again. His cock twitched against my leg.

“You ready to go again?” He waggled his dark eyebrows at me.



“Oh, hell yeah.”









OceanofPDF.com








Chapter 29











T
 his time, I pushed Zuri down on the bed. “Let’s see how long you can take my teasing.”

“Wait for a moment.” His dark hand brushed my hair off my shoulder.

“You don’t look like you need time to recover,” I said. His cock was thick and hard, ready for me.

“I don’t.” He leaned up and kissed me, then brushed his lips across my neck and collarbone. “But I want to see your back and make sure you’re okay.”

It was dark in the room, but I grumbled okay and he flicked on the lamp on the nightstand. I squinted as light flooded over me.

I turned so he could see my back, and he hissed out a breath. “What? Am I bleeding?” Which would make sense since Magda’s death spell on me was nearly done. Once I had claimed all twelve men in my court and they, me, then I would die.

Maybe Axel refusing to join with me was actually a blessing in disguise. If I could get him to fight with us, I could hold off on the curse becoming fulfilled until we beat Magda. Then all of us could come up with a way to break the spell. And live in peace at last.

I’d fix Aunt Jess’s place up too from where I’d blasted off her door and Caine had burned up her couch.

“The work is exquisite.” His fingers traced over my lower back on one side. “Both of my shifter animals are represented.”

“Yes.” I look over my shoulder at him. “All of my men’s animals are etched into my back, starting with Caine in his dragon form at the top.”

Zuri’s hand trailed up to the spot just below my neck. “His tail curls up into your hairline. So you’ve got eleven zodiac signs now, only Axel’s is left. I imagine his will go here.” He cupped my lower back in the middle. “And his dragon tail will probably curl down to your luscious ass. A complete circle so to speak of a dragon opening and another closing.”

“Yeah, well, Axel has made it clear he won’t join us.” I shifted until I straddled Zuri’s legs. His cock strained to reach me and I placed my hands around him, stroking him up and down. “I don’t want to talk about Axel.”

“You’ve got skilled hands.” Zuri tweaked my nipples.

I moaned, rocking myself back and forth on his legs, letting the friction hit me in the right spot. My hands pumped up and down on his cock. I was already soaking wet for him again.

When I bent down to take him into my mouth, he lifted me, then hoisted me down on him.

“Oh, fuck!” My sex clenched.

He held me partially on him until my body adjusted to him. Sweat glistened his brow. His dark gaze searched mine until I gave him a nod.

He sank me deeper and deeper down his onto his cock. When I felt the first of my next wave of orgasm start to kick in, I knew I needed to fuck him hard and fast. I was so aroused, I didn’t care about anything but Zuri and me right here, right now.

He pinched my nipples as I rode up and down on him. My body was unbelievably sensitive. He arched upward, shoving his cock deeper inside me. I felt him hit what must have been my g-spot and my mind went blank. All I could do was moan as wave after wave of pleasure radiated through me with each thrust. He felt so amazing I didn’t want to stop. I wanted him deeper, harder.

I kissed him, telling him without words I wanted more.

I dug my nails into the mattress as prickled heat fanned out over my skin, down through my sex. This felt so right. Zuri was meant to be mine and me, his. He was part of the missing puzzle inside me along with my other men.

“You’re beautiful and so wet,” Zuri groaned.

His cock pounded my pussy, thrusting in and out of me and rubbing everywhere inside me. The friction was bringing me closer and closer to euphoria.

Zuri gripped my hips helping lift me up and down on him. My breasts bounced in his face and he took one of my nipples into his mouth, sucking hard and long. I grasped his upper arms, helping to hold the position while he pumped in and out of me.

A tremor started deep inside me and a whimper rolled past my lips. Then I shattered from a climax swooping over me like a tornado. It ripped through me, stealing my breath. My body clenched.

Zuri’s growl excited me even more. He arched his back, shoving into me deeper.

My euphoria burst forward and I soared on my orgasm. Zuri shouted as his release shot into me. For a long time, we held each other, basking in the afterglow of sex. My pussy trembled with aftershocks as I slowly drifted down from my bliss.

Then I felt his cock getting harder and he started to fuck me at a faster pace.

“Fuck.” My voice was hoarse.

He lifted me off him again and I whimpered in longing. I couldn’t believe I wanted him again so soon or that he was rock hard again. Then he moved until his dick was pressed up against my ass. “This okay?”

I nod. “T-There’s lube in the drawer.”

Zuri opened the nightstand and squeezed some of the liquid over his cock. I scrambled up on my knees and hands. He lined up again. His fingers were slick as he guided his tip into my ass. I shuddered from the intensity as he inched in. All the while, he rubbed my clit until I was pressing down on him harder.

Another orgasm tore through me as he thrust in and out of me.

My breath hitched. His solid dick pressed even deeper.

I sucked in a breath and groaned, my hips crashing back to meet his again.

“You feel so amazing.”

I couldn’t answer him with his cock buried deep inside me. Over and over he glided in and out of me, stroking every sensitive part of my insides with his length.

His body was long and lean, making it easy for him to reach around and touched me as he fucked me harder and harder. His fingers cupped my nipples, tweaking them.

My world exploded.

Zuri cried out, thrusting in hard and fast, until he orgasmed with me. I sagged against him and he wrapped his arms around me.

“That was incredible,” he said, panting. “I am honored you have chosen me as one of your men.”

I laced my fingers with his, admiring the stark contrast of our skin and how his looked like polished dark marble. Perfect.

“It wasn’t just me.” I kissed his full lips. “Takes two or more to have sex.”

“No.” He nibbled at my neck. “We didn’t just have sex, we bonded.”

“Exactly.” I sigh contentedly.

“What the hell is going on here?” Axel bellowed from the bedroom door.




Oh, shit.
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Chapter 30











I
 sat up, hiking the covers to my chest. I don’t know why I suddenly felt abashed. I wasn’t ashamed of my body. But with Axel glaring at me like I was the worst person he’d ever seen, it made me feel dirty and wrong. 

“What did you do?” he snarled, and the air chilled like fifty degrees. “Did you use your magic on Zuri and force him to fuck you after I specifically told you we weren’t joining your little harem?” 

“Hey, man, back off, and this has—” 

“Stay the fuck out of this, Zuri,” Axel stomped toward the bed. “I should blast you into a thousand pieces, witch.” 

I was tired of his anger, his moods, of every damn second I wasted on this shit. Tired of his brooding and slander and his entire attitude. “Do it! I dare you.” 

“Don’t push me, witch.” Axel’s nose flared. 

“No, try to attack me.” I lifted my chin, steeling myself for anything. “I’m so over your pathetic standoffishness. I get why you’re hesitant to trust someone with your heart. But I am not Magda. She’s taken from me since before I was born. She killed my mom and stole my father from me. Now she has my men and my aunt. I need you — all of you to help me fight her but you’re too busy being a dick and being all up in your emotions to see that we would all win if you’d just stop being such an asshole.” 

Axel shook his head, his face pale. 

“I’m not asking you to be one of my lovers or for any type of commitment. After we defeat Magda, you can go your separate way, if that is your wish,” I said, though inside, I felt like my heart was being stabbed with a blade of ice. “I won’t hold you to any vow except the one to fight our common enemy.” 

“You say that now, but what happens later if you do defeat her?” His knees bumped the edge of the bed, his expression hard. “When you become the thirteenth zodiac and have so much power?” 

“I never asked for any of this.” I glanced at Zuri, offering him a smile. “But I wouldn’t change anything now for the world. I won’t leave my men with Magda. I will get my men and my aunt back.” And maybe my father if he was still alive after all this time. 

“And you think you can beat Magda?” Axel chuckled. “There is no fucking way. She’s got centuries on you, more shifters, and more power than you can possibly imagine. Caine couldn’t defeat her. What makes you think you, a half-blood witch coyote who can’t shift, has any chance whatsoever?” 

“She stole my men and took my aunt.” My chest tightened and the back of my eyes stung. “My dad might be alive still and I have to find them all and save them. I can’t let her win. I can’t give up. I’m not a coward.” 

Not to mention the fact that if I lost to Magda all the shifters would go insane.

Zuri tensed beside me and I guessed my last comment struck a nerve. Axel looked like he could spew lava instead of ice because his face was so red. 

“Walking away from a fight you can’t win is being smart,” Axel barked. 

“Sorry.” I kicked the covers off, tired of his crap. Let him look and see what he was missing. I pushed past him on my way to the bathroom. “Maybe you can walk away from duty and love, but I can’t.” 

I slammed the bathroom door and locked it. I paced in the bathroom with my fists clenched. I wanted to scream, but I wasn’t going to give Axel any further satisfaction. He was so pig-headed. That’s what his animal shifter should be… a giant, stinking pig. 






* * *




M
 y fingers and toes were wrinkly by the time I climbed out of the bath. Caine hadn’t returned, but Zuri was sound asleep in our bed. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth seeing him. I was so glad he’d decided to stay, to become part of our mismatched pack that my heart swelled. 

I couldn’t sleep, not yet. I was still wound up about Axel and I needed to check on Brice and Minh. Quietly, I left the master bedroom and headed downstairs. Part of me hoped I’d find Axel down there too, even if he probably would be brooding and grumpy. 

But Brice was still in his wolf form, asleep. Minh was quiet too at the bottom of the hot spring pool. I watched them both for a while until tears clouded my vision. Needing fresh air, I took the stone steps out of Caine’s lair. 

It was dark outside, but the moon was full and shining, giving me enough light to be able to see without tripping over anything. 

A breeze swept over my skin, chilling me. I wrapped my arms around myself, wishing I’d worn more than a T-shirt and shorts. 

Grooves in the dirt where Ben, in his griffin form, had landed lay a few feet away. I walked toward them with a sudden need to touch them. Prove to myself that Ben, my aunt, and all my men were still alive. 

I sank down and ran my hand across the marred ground. Tingles raced up my arms. 

Then a glimmer of something silver winked in the moonlight. I scooted closer, frowning. Was it a piece of tin? The edge of it was smooth and I plucked it out of the soil. Turning it over in my hand and frowning. It was a small, silver disk with writing etched over the surface. 

I squinted, trying to make out the words.

Grimwall Palace.

My veins turned to ice. Magda. This had to be where she kept her prisoners. I turned back to the mansion, intent to go and tell Brice, Zuri, and Minh what I found. 

But then I halted. They would want to wait for Caine. And I knew what my dragon would say, he’d tell me facing Magda now was too soon. I wasn’t ready. Or that this clue was a trap. Something Magda planted to get me to come to her. 

I chewed on my lip, debating in the moonlight, and glanced back down at the metal in my hand. Something deep inside told me this clue wasn’t her trying to trick me. Had Ben left me this information so I could help him and the others? There could be some part of him she couldn’t control completely and he was telling me where she was keeping them. 

This had to be a sign I wasn’t too late to rescue everyone and that Magda’s control over my men wasn’t absolute. Axel’s comment earlier still burned inside me. They didn’t think I could face Magda and win? But I wasn’t going to lose anyone to her again. I wasn’t willing to sacrifice everyone I loved for power. 

I would face her on my own. I clutched the metal tightly. The edge dug into my palm, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t wait around anymore. I couldn’t wait until I thought I was ready, and my magic had worked itself out. 

Doing nothing wasn’t going to get my aunt or my men back. Magda had been a step or two ahead of me this entire time. All I’d been able to do was survive and go on the defensive. I had everything to lose, but I was not willing to sacrifice anyone else. I would not hide behind my men. I would show Axel I wasn’t gathering men to abuse and use like Magda. That I was nothing like her. 



And this time, I would face her on my terms. I wasn’t going to risk anyone else.
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Chapter 31











“G
 rimwall Palace,” I said to the Uber driver. The place was south and about an hour away on a good traffic day. I took a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. I wanted to face Magda on my own and not risk her taking any more of my men. 

I had to face Magda alone. I could do this and keep the rest of my men away from her. 

My nerves crashed with fear underneath my skin. I kept wringing my hands in my lap as I stared out the window, willing us to go faster. I wanted to get this over with and rescue the others as soon as I could. I was sick of Magda threatening me and my men — my family. She’d murdered my mom, took my dad, stole more than half my mates, and tried to kill me multiple times. 

Facing off with her wasn’t so simple. My magic had been so out of control lately I didn’t want to endanger anyone except Magda. She deserved everything she got. 

“I don’t mind if you speed,” I said to the driver. 

“Sorry, ma’am. I have to obey the law.” 

Right. Too bad there wasn’t such a thing as a dragon taxi. I chuckled at my joke and rubbed my hands on my pants. Caine and the others were going to be furious when they found out. 

But either I’d be alive for them to scold me or I’d be dead and they’d still be alive. With me out of the way, I hoped the council shifter could recruit another thirteenth zodiac to keep all of them from going insane. I didn’t plan on going down without taking Magda with me. Even if I had to make myself a bomb to do it. 

My phone buzzed and I flipped it over to find Caine’s text message: 


Where the hell are you? 


Three months ago, if someone had told me I’d have twelve lovers, two of which would be pissed off dragons, I’d have thought them drunk and given them a sober-up charm. 

Now here I was. Two more texts popped up from Caine. 


Why can’t Brice shift back? 



Minh is feeling better. 


Another buzz, this one from Zuri. Should we buy dog food for the wolf? 


I shook my head, blinking back tears. I couldn’t answer them. If I did, I’d be tempted to turn around and rush right back into their arms. I turned my phone off. Me giving up was not going to happen. I was done hiding behind my men, watching them be sacrificed so they could save me or some shit. 

I’d show Axel and all of them that I was nothing like Magda. I didn’t crave power or slaves. 

If I won against Magda, would the elders finally allow me access into the shifter vaults? I could discover more about my dad and my whole coyote heritage. 

And Aunt Jess. I squeezed my eyes shut to keep from crying. We’d fought before she was abducted. I wanted to apologize to her, hug her. She was my family. I hadn’t had anyone but her for my entire life. She showed me how to access my magic. How to focus it using the silver and copper charms. And she’d be able to help me figure out why it was so glitchy now. 

I wrapped my arms around myself. Goddess, I missed her and her craziness so much. With a smile, I remembered when she wanted to make me tostadas and put them in the toaster and walked away to watch her favorite show featuring werewolves. Less than a minute later, the toaster was on fire. Who knew thin, corn wafers would make so much smoke? With my half-coyote side, I smelled smoke for weeks afterward, but when she asked, I told her the scent was gone. 

And I missed Jerry with his kind eyes, sweet kisses, and amazing cooking. Leo too with his exuberance and pride. Gregg with his amazing hands that could massage all my knots away and his gentle nature. Those three had been joined with me right after I bonded with Caine. They were my first foundation. 

Then Ben with his wit and wisdom was gone. He’d left me the clue and I hoped to the goddess this wasn’t a trap. Maybe because of his dual shifter forms of an eagle and griffin part of him was able to resist Magda’s magic. And now she had Dean and Shane too. I had no idea what she was doing with them, but I did know they were being held against their will. 

I had to stop her. This had to work. 






* * *




W
 hat felt like an hour and a half later, we pulled in front of the iron gate outside of Grimwall Palace. The gloomy, gray building sat behind shadows and overgrown vines clung to the brick from what I could tell with it squatting so far from the gate. My men were in there? My pulse thumped in my ears. I wanted to rush forward, to find and hug everyone Magda had taken. But I had to be smart about this. I was already taking a chance coming here alone. I hoped Magda would be looking for me and my remaining men, not me alone. 

“Can you pull around the corner?” As much as I wanted to fight Magda, I wasn’t a fool. I needed to scope the place out without her seeing me. 

The driver followed my instructions, parking next to a row of bushes. I paid him and climbed out of the car. No reason for him to wait. I had no idea how long this would take and I planned on beating Magda and leaving with everyone she stole from me. 

He drove away, and I hoped soon I’d be able to take my men and Aunt Jess back home with me. I pulled my hoodie up, keeping my stride as natural as I could. I took out my cell. I bent my head over the screen, pretending to read something while my gaze looked up over the scenery. 

The iron gate was at least ten feet tall. Several spots had wires crisscrossing the main columns so probably electrified too. And I bet everything I owned the fence also had magical wards attached as well. 

Not a bad hideout. The palace itself was a good hundred yards in. From here, all the windows looked dark or maybe there were bars on the windows. 

And I was sure there would be magical traps between the fence and the palace and on those windows and doors. But if I could break through them all and reach inside… my heart quickened in my chest. 

If I had my charms, and they were working like they should be, this would be so much easier. But I didn’t care how I did this. I was getting my men back. And Magda was cocky because I didn’t note any guards or security personnel. Did she believe her magic would keep anyone and everyone out? 

I walked around the perimeter twice, noting a huge oak tree hadn’t been trimmed. One of its branches hung over the gate in one spot. Risky, but it could work. 

Plus, if I was Magda and I knew my enemy had a dragon, I’d cast a spell to blast anyone from above. She wouldn’t expect someone to skate so close over the fence. 

I double-checked that no one on the street was watching me. I had to wait for a young guy to pick up his dog’s poop as they strolled past. 

Then I climbed the oak as fast as I could, which I remembered being so much easier when I was a kid. The bark scraped my knees and hands. Splinters embedded into my palms. One of the limbs cracked under my weight and I scrambled to another, nearly falling. My breaths turned into huffs and pants.

I reached the outer branch. It was thinner than I thought and splintered as I crawled out across it. 

I couldn’t back out now. I had to keep going. 

I scooted over the limb, it split off from the main tree, aiming straight for the fence. 

But I wasn’t far enough out to be over the fence. I gritted my teeth as magic from the security fence lashed across my skin like my flesh was being barbequed and I hadn’t even hit it yet. 

I screamed as I jumped as far as I could. My body sailed through the air. I landed face first in the grass. Son of a—
 I lifted my head to get my bearings and catch my breath, but I was too fucking close to the fence. Its magic snared around me, hauling me to the iron bars like I was trapped in a net. 

I dug my fingers into the dirt, trying to claw away. But the pull was stronger than my strength. I was ripped from the ground toward the iron gate. I grabbed the broken tree branch, slamming it as a barrier between me and the electric-magic bars. The branch blackened against my hands. Searing heat struck me, but I managed to scramble back away enough from the magnetic pull of the gate until the force faded.



Wonderful. I couldn’t wait to see what other traps awaited me.
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Chapter 32











I
 picked my way closer to Grimwall Palace using trees and bushes to hide behind. All the hairs on my arms were singed off and my skin was bright pink like I’d gotten a really bad sunburn but felt worse. The magic along the fence had nearly nabbed me, but I could live with the slight injuries I’d sustained.

An inch of trepidation gathered between my shoulder blades, but the idea that my aunt and my men might be inside this place kept me moving closer. 

Behind a fig tree with bright green leaves, I ducked down and squinted at the five yards to the palace. Even from here, the windows looked dark and uninviting. There weren’t any lights, and my coyote half didn’t pick up any noises either. 

With my stomach quaking, I inched forward to another bush. One thing in my favor was Magda was a cocky bitch and I hadn’t seen any guards or felt any prickles of magic wards since I escaped the electrified fence. But this could be an elaborate trap, so Magda didn’t need to have heavy security once I made it over the fence. 

My thoughts drifted to my men. Caine and the others were going to be furious when they discovered what I’d done. I hoped they wouldn’t find my body blown to smithereens by some magical grenade waiting for me. 

But I couldn’t risk my men getting hurt or captured. Too many of them had already paid a heavy price and I needed to do this on my own and keep them safe. Magda wouldn’t take anyone else from me. 

I let out a breath and raced to the corner of the palace. I needed to get closer to figure out a way inside without alerting anyone or setting off any magical booby traps either. 

Ducking low, I dashed up to the corner of the palace near thin, long groups of windows. Silk curtains were tied open and I peered inside. 

Nothing but a dining table with thirteen chairs and two crystal chandeliers hanging overhead. Then my breath caught as a shadow moved against the far wall. 

A man was chained with a black hood over his face. He writhed, blood leaking from his arms and legs into a bucket beneath him. 

I couldn’t tell who it was, but they didn’t deserve this. I decided the quickest way inside would be best. I tried to open the window, but it didn’t budge. 

Even if this person wasn’t one of my men, I couldn’t leave him here to suffer like this. 

I hadn’t brought any weapons and what I wouldn’t give to have one of my aunt’s charms to vanish a door or window. Guess I would do this the old-fashioned way. I took off my jacket and wrapped it around my hand. 

Then I punched through the frame. The glass shattered onto the wood floor inside and I froze, listening for an alarm or the faint tingle of magic on my skin. 

Nothing. 

I let out a breath and used my jacket-covered hand to unlatch the window. The pane groaned when I pushed it open. 

So much for being stealthy. 

I ducked inside, my boots crunching the broken glass. Why hadn’t anyone come running? I stepped further into the palace. Was this all a mistake and Magda or my men weren’t here? 

A pang of disappointment spread across my chest. I was so sure Ben had left the clue for me. 

Then a feeling like I was being watched zinged across the back of my neck and the hairs on my arms rose. 

I spun around, raising my fists to fight off whoever was behind me. 

A man with gray streaking through his brown hair faced me. His beard hung to his chest, his eyes dark and wild. Savage. Like I was facing a feral, wild animal. 

He growled and lunged at me. 

A strangled cry burst from my lips. I dodged sideways. 

He snarled, leaping after me, teeth snapping. 

“Nec ubsist,” I yelled. 

Glass from the windows exploded. Shit! I’d been trying to get him to stop coming after me. When would my magic freaking work when I needed it? 

He stopped, shaking his head from being showered in glass, then charged me again. 

Air froze in my lungs and I yanked out one of the dining room chairs to use as a weapon. 

“Stop. Heel.” I brandished the bottom of the chair toward him like I was a lion tamer, but on the inside, my senses were screaming at me to get the hell out of here. 

I couldn’t. Not without checking the place to ensure Ben or any of my other men were here. This guy looked like a cross between a shaggy mutt and a crazed psycho-killer. 

He let out an ear-piercing howl and I nearly dropped the chair to cover my ears. 


Shit, shit, shit!
 I don’t know how I knew, but something told me he’d just called reinforcements. Or, with my luck, Magda herself. 

Fine. I was here to end this and get my men back. 

“Bring it.” I thrust the chair at him. 

He hunched down on all fours, shifting into the biggest coyote I’d ever seen. 

His red eyes glared and he stalked closer. 

I backed up, my hip hitting the edge of the table. Trapped. My gaze darted for another way out, but I was pinned between the formal dining room and this wild coyote shifter. 

“Statuam. Sile. Somnum
 .” I scrambled for a spell against this beast looking at me like I was a snack. 

Its fangs glistened and the brown and gray fur was matted, possibly mangy in spots. 

“Oh God, do you have rabies?” 

The coyote snarled. His teeth snapped down on one of the legs of the chair and ripped it from my grip. 

“Don’t. Please.” I held up my hands. 

For a second, he paused, shaking his head like he was remembering something. Then his red eyes cleared to dark amber for a moment and my breath hitched. Something inside me clicked. The memory of the photos in Brice’s studio of my dad in his human form and his coyote… the same one I now faced. Somehow, I knew with all of my being this was my father. 

“Dad?” Tears burned my throat. He was really alive and here? 

A shiver rolled across his back. 

Its hackles raised and he sniffed the air. 

“That’s right, see I’m not the enemy.” I took a step toward him.

Then his eyes flashed red again. The animals lashed out and bit into my arm. I flinched backward, a scream on my lips as pain seared across my flesh. 

Instinct took over, and I pounded at his muzzle with my fist. 

But he shook his head, and the agony laced up my arms, my legs wobbling beneath me. I jammed my fingers into his eyes. He jerked backward, releasing me. I recoiled, clasping my arm, blood everywhere, and tears blurring my eyes from the pain. I raced to the windows, but he blocked my path, growling low and angry. 

I shot to the door. Locked.

He bit onto my calf and I screamed, kicking him off. He let go with a whine then a snarl.


Shit! 


I hobbled to the windows, but he blocked my path. I needed to get to higher ground until I could think of a way to escape before I became a chew toy for my dad. He growled, saliva dripping down his muzzle. 

Bleeding, I panted as I crawled back onto the table. I was going to die here. Killed by my rabid father. My wounds felt like liquid fire coursing through me.

He barreled into my stomach, knocking me flat on my back, a scream ripping from my chest. I tried to keep him away from my throat. My heart pounded in my ears. His sharp teeth inching closer as he snapped at the air. Hot, stinky breath against my face. 

“It’s me, Karen, your daughter.” I pressed the words out as I pushed against his furry chest, trying to keep his teeth from tearing out my throat. 

He only struggled harder to reach me. My arms shook from the strain. Sweat coated my body and a sickening sensation plowed into me. I wasn’t going to be able to hold him off much longer. My blood coated the table around me, making the surface slick. The pain from his bites throbbed through me with my pulse. 

My magic wasn’t working. I had no weapons to fight him off as his teeth drew closer and closer, his breath hot against my face. 



I’d finally found my dad… and he wanted to kill me.
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“S
 top,” I yelled, pushing with all my might to get my dad in his coyote form off me.

He twisted his gray and brown muzzle and bit down on my forearm. I screamed. Unbidden, my magic surged forward blasting him off me. I sat up on the table, panting. What the hell just happened? I’d used my power without a focal point?

The room buzzed with a crackling energy and the hairs on the back of my neck stood. Crimson runes flashed along the edge of the table and I was knocked backward on my ass.

“What the fuck?”

Magic bent me backward, locking me on my back on top of the wood. Above me on the ceiling were glowing runes too and I didn’t doubt there was another ring on the floor around the table. With me in the middle, the spell locked in place.

I’d stumbled into a stupid trap that using my power had activated.

My day was going peachy so far. First, I found my father, but he was feral and tried to eat me. Second, I blasted him and may have killed him. And now, I was magically sealed to a table in my enemy’s vacation home.

Worse. I’d let down everyone… my men, my aunt, and myself.

I screamed, trying to focus my power like before, trying to break free. But the power inside me swirled and I felt like I was wrestling an F5 tornado. I couldn’t even get a grasp on it, much less control it.

The magical bonds only tightened their hold on me, digging into me like thousands of knives.

I strained to move until my muscles locked up. Tears stung the back of my eyes. Magda had won. She’d kill me and hurt my men. Enslave them. Use them.

A sob caught in the back of my throat. I hadn’t told any of them about coming here. They’d be taken by surprise. My beautiful court would be ripped to shreds and it was all my fault because I’d been too prideful and stubborn to ask for help. But I hadn’t wanted any of them to get hurt again.

Now I’d damned us all.

I stared up at the chandelier with tear-dropped crystals catching the mid-morning sunlight. The reflection cast disjointed rainbows dancing along the walls.

My father groaned from the corner of the dining room and sat up, rubbing the back of his head.

“What are you going to do to me?” I strained against the magic holding me down. “Turn back into your coyote form and finish me off for Magda? Bet she’d give you a nice treat.”

He stood and wiped his mouth. His brow furrowed, but his eyes were clear and gray. “Karen?”

“Yes,” I choked out.

“What are you doing here? You can’t be here.” He rushed forward.

The magic of the runes threw him back against the wall.

“Dad—”

“I’m okay.” He grunted, standing. “We have to get you out of here. The spell will have alerted her the trap worked.”

So Ben’s clue wasn’t because he was fighting her control. My heart twisted so hard I gasped. Then there was no hope and even if I had brought the others, we’d be outnumbered and outpowered.

“Use your magic, break past her spell,” my father ordered.

“I-I can’t. I need a focal point or something.” Though the charms stopped working and I hadn’t had time to look for another pendulum, part of me deep inside had a feeling it wouldn’t be so simple this time, anyway. I’d gotten lucky before.

My father stopped short. “You have your court — that’s why she’s after you and them — use the magic before it’s too late. Seal it.”

My mind raced with a million questions. “Why did you leave— why did you join Magda?”

“The bonds, hurry, break through them before she gets here.” He rubbed his hands together, looking over his shoulder at the door.

“Get me out of here, please.” I groaned, trying to lift myself with my will off the table. The runes glowed brighter and their hold on me tightened. “I need a focus to use my magic. It’s too unpredictable and wild for me to use without one.”

“Your court is complete—”

“No.” Did he think my men were waiting outside to save me? I couldn’t save myself or them whenever I’d fought against Magda. “She has more than half of my men.”

My father waved a hand. “But you’ve completed all three levels of your upper, mid, and lower courts.”

Images of Axel and the stubborn set of his jaw flashed in my mind. “Not exactly. One shifter didn’t bond with me.”

“Then get someone else.” His gaze darted to the door. “Quickly. Before it’s too late and she destroys you like she did your mother.”

I opened my mouth to ask what he knew about the death spell Magda put on me, burning each of my men’s shifter animals into my back, when the door flew open, banging against the wall.

“Well, well, looks like we caught ourselves a mouse,” Magda strode in.

My father tensed, his posture changed to a broken man hunched over and his head low.

“Family reunion I see.” She smiled, running her fingernails along the runes that spiked at her touch, driving what felt like nails deep into my flesh.

I screamed as a burning sensation rippled through my body.

“Come now, give me your magic and your men and all this will end.” She removed her hand and the spikes yanked back out of me.

“Never.” I gritted out through the pain stealing my breath. I ached all over.

“They all succumb to me sooner or later, don’t they, Roger?” Magda glanced up from me to my father. “Even kill their wives for me.”

“Wha— no, you’re lying.” I jerked my arms and legs, trying to free myself of the magical bonds holding me down. “You set the death curse on her like you’ve done me.”

Magda chuckled. “Death curse? Please. I need you alive to siphon your magic. But I guess if that’s what you want to call it. Fitting since your father brought your mother here to die and now, he’s trapped you here for me as well. I never realized how resourceful a mere coyote shifter could be.”

I shook my head, trying to untangle the truth out of what she was saying.

“Though, Roger was severely punished for not telling me about you. Imagine my surprise when it was announced through the shifter community, my subjects, of a new Ophiuchus.”

“Let me go.” I wrestled with the invisible bonds holding me down on the table, but they only dug in deeper.

She grasped my hair, yanking my head back. “Not until I’ve finished with you. And then there won’t be anything left of you I’m afraid.



Her mouth gaped open like a huge anaconda. I tried to scream, but nothing came out. Fear dug inside my chest as a sinking sensation whipped through me like she was a black hole my magic, my soul was being sucked up into.
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I
 couldn’t scream, couldn’t move as Magda’s power fed on my soul. My body convulsed, trying to hold on, trying to salvage my life. Her power tore into mine, shredding it. 

Darkness feathered along the edges of my vision. I’d failed my men, my father, myself. I had lost everything. 

Searing pain flooded me. My scream stuck in my throat as I struggled to breathe, to live. And I wanted to live. Images of my men flashed before me. Of meeting Caine for the first time and how he protected me from the other shifters and allowed me to choose. 

How my first court had come together so seamlessly and swiftly.

How I’d been so excited to find out Ben was an eagle and a griffon shifter. My wolf, Brice, who’d gone from a lone wolf to one of my loves and part of our group. And Alessandro with his Hispanic accent, flowing hair, and gifted hands that made shoes. I still owed him a date.

My third level court men were just as amazing and special. From the twins with their daredevil attitudes to sweet, sensitive Zuri and stubborn, arrogant Axel. Maybe arrogance was an inbred trait among dragons since Caine had the same issue. And I wanted more time with all of them! I couldn’t die. 

A scorching pain hit my chest. The burning shot through me, into my bones. My magic was being sucked out of me and it felt like I was going to die. I screamed over and over until my throat was raw. Agony seized up my muscles. 

One thought pierced through the pain… Once Magda was done with me, she would go after my men. She’d destroy their freewill and turn them into her slaves. 

Something snapped inside me. 

I shoved against the power churning through me, trying to rip me apart from the inside out. A brief release trickled through me for a fraction of a second before her power rebounded, crashing into me like a freight train. 

Pain split through me. All of my men’s smiles flashed in my mind. They deserved to be happy and so did I. 

I thrust my head up, slamming my forehead into hers. Magda shrieked. She stumbled back a few steps. 

She turned back to me, her eyes burning with hatred. “This isn’t over. You’ve only delayed the punishment of your loved ones and your death.” 

“Fuck you!” I gritted out, the glowing bonds around me cracked. “You can’t have my men or my power. We belong to each other.” 

She twisted with a scream, “I will kill you — all of you for defying me. I am the rightful thirteenth zodiac. No one else. Ever.” 

Her power blackened the room and the foundation of the palace shook. 

She stretched out her hands, power sparked off her palms and I braced for her attack. 

“No!” My dad flew between us. 

The power shot into his body and he jerked in mid-air like he’d touched a live wire. Smoke billowed from his flesh. His screams echoed through me. 

“Dad?” I choked out, the magical bonds holding me down busted open as I reached for him. All this time… all these years of wanting to find him. To ask him a million questions like if he loved olives like I did or was lousy at bowling and golf like me. Now it was gone. Stripped away. 

I grabbed his blackened body, hugging him, checking for any sign of life. 

His gray eyes stared straight into me and he lifted his red, blistered hand to cup my cheek. “My baby girl.” 

“You saved me.” My throat closed up so tight I couldn’t speak as tears rolled down my cheeks.

My dad gasped, taking his last breath in my arms. 

Hatred flared in my chest. “You killed him.” 

“Then he shouldn’t have gotten in my way.” She flicked a piece of charred fabric off her dress. “Now give me your magic and your men and I’ll make your death a quick one like his.” 

Gently, I laid my father down on the floor next to me and stood. All this time lost. I never got to know him or speak with him. Magda had taken everything from me and still, she wanted more. She wanted to hurt my men, my aunt, and me. 

I clenched my fists, my power surging up and down my arms, spreading across my chest. I had no idea what it was going to do when I unleashed it, but I didn’t care as long as she suffered, as long as she was dead. 

“I will not allow you to hurt anyone else or enslave them. Your reign as the Ophiuchus is finished.” 

Her laugh made me want to choke the life from her. From all the pain she’d caused countless people and shifters over the years. She killed my mom and now my dad. She’d taken and hurt my men. And she’d taken my Aunt Jess. 

What if they were somewhere in this palace? 

Her power punched into my stomach, knocking me backward into the table. The runes flickered like they were coming back online or something. I couldn’t allow myself to get trapped again. 

I pushed back, sending a flare of magic spiraling at her. She merely held up a hand, laughing. 

“Is that all you can do? Even your mother put up more of a fight than this.” 

My yell burned my throat as I unleashed all the power I had. The chandelier exploded overhead. Shards punctured the walls like bullets. What little remained of the shattered windows from earlier blasted outward. Yet, somehow she remained unharmed. 

Her mocking smile gutted me. “Now it’s my turn.” 

Magic flared over my skin hot and bubbling like she had thrown a bucket of acid on me. I screamed, falling to my knees. My flesh burned even though it looked fine. 

“Bow before your queen.” She nodded. “The right homage you should make to me.” 

“Fuck… you.” I squeezed the words out past the searing pain. But I couldn’t grasp my power. It bucked and soared like a live thing trying to get away from me. 

A shadow passed the window. I blinked, hopeful it was some of my men. Maybe Ben could fight her power like my dad had. Except, I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt. Anyone dying because of me. 

She struck me with another blow and I fell forward onto my hands. Glass from the windows and chandelier fragments dug into my knees and palms. I felt as though she was ripping the flesh off my back.

“All this can end, right now, if you bequeath me your men.” 

I couldn’t stop her from taking my magic and killing me, but there was no way in hell I would give up my men. Not for her, not for anyone. “Never,” the word came out hoarse and tight. I tried to sit up so I could say the word louder, but I crumbled into a ball. 

This wasn’t how things were supposed to go. I’d come here to win. To reunite with my men and free them. To prove myself. Instead, I’d endangered us all. 

And I wouldn’t get to say goodbye to anyone. Not even my father. His sacrifice had been for nothing. 

“Don’t be so stubborn.” She clicked her tongue. “Say the words, Karen. I give Magda my court — my men — my power.” 

Pain sliced through my middle. I gasped, wanting this to end. A selfish part of me wanted to do anything to make it stop. But my heart and everything else in me refused. I wasn’t going to give this bitch anything. 

“Never,” I said a bit louder this time. 

“Stupid cunt.” She raised her arms, black cords of lightning raced toward me. 

A wall of ice rose between me and the tendrils. Magda screamed, more of her power smashing into the wall surrounding her. She shrieked. 

Axel scooped me up in his arms. 

“Why a-are you here?” I asked, my vision fading. 

He dove through one of the blasted out windows. “Caine sent me — he sensed you were in danger.” 

“You hate Caine.” I squeezed my eyes shut from the pain raking across my skull and body as I held onto him. After a few dozen breaths, I was able to think again. “Why would you do anything he said?” 

“Would you have agreed to death back there to save all of u — your men?” 

“Of course.” I held onto his neck as he carried me. 

Something crashed into Axel, knocking him to his knees. I yelped as I fell out of his arms and onto the ground. I rolled from the impact. A talon struck the ground near my side and I scrambled out of the way. 



Ben roared in his griffin form. His eyes glowed like black onyx. With a snarl, he lunged straight for me.
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Chapter 35











“N
 o,” I screamed, thrusting out my hands to protect myself and Axel from Ben’s griffin form. But my magic, looking like streaks of lightning, skirted to the left, making a tree explode.

Axel threw out his magic, ice shards jabbing toward Ben who flapped his eagle wings and hovered over the air. He wasn’t backing down. Something was going on. 

Panic gripped my chest and I spun. Gregg in his silverback gorilla form dove off the palace roof. 

“Watch out.” 

But Gregg slammed into Axel. Both tumbled fighting, but Axel was still in his human form and not as strong. I raised my hands to try and help. No. That was dangerous and I could hurt Axel and I didn’t want to hurt Gregg either. He was being controlled by Magda. 

A whistle sounded overhead. 

I glanced up to see Caine in his dragon form. His emerald scales glinted in the sunlight. Zuri and Minh rode on his back and he held Brice in his talons. My heart squeezed at seeing them both with gratitude that they were here to help, and with utter terror Magda would hurt them. 

Caine let Brice go and, in his wolf form, Brice pounced on Gregg. His fangs snapped at the gorilla’s neck. 

Ben knocked me down, clawing the ground next to my head as I tried to shield myself from his attack. 

“Stop. Don’t do this.” My words were drowned out from the flapping of Ben’s wings and the noise of my shifters trying to tear each other apart. 

In a flash, Zuri was in his panther form and slashed at Ben like a cat chasing a bird. 

A roar echoed behind me and I spun to find Axel in his dragon form. He was magnificent with shimmering white scales with bright blue edging along the tips. His eyes were a piercing blue. 

Dean and Shane bolted from behind the palace. Axel blasted ice at them, freezing them in place. 

Handy. 

Back in his human form, Caine grasped my elbow. “We need to get you out of here. Now.” 

“No.” I jerked my arm from his. “I can’t keep running and hiding. She won’t stop.” 

“And you’re not ready to face her. If you do now, you’ll die.” 

I swallowed the lump in my throat. So many had been hurt because of me, because of Magda. I had to end it one way or another. 

Magda strolled out of the opened palace window. On one side she had Leo trailing behind her. His shaggy, blond hair was limp and the easy-going glint in his golden eyes was gone. She even had a silver leash and collar around his throat and rage burned down to my sternum. On the other side was Jerry in his grizzly form with a gold collar and chain on his neck. His dark hair was matted and tangled in with his beard. Barbed wire dug into my heart at seeing them beaten down like this.

“Give up now, and I won’t start killing your men.” She smirked. “Should I kill them one by one or all at once and take your magic from you once you are broken-hearted?” 

All twelve of my men, regardless if they were in their animal forms or not or under Magda’s control, fell to their knees screaming from an unseen pain. 

“No, stop!” I leaped closer to her, wanting to choke her, wanting to end my men’s suffering. How was she doing this? She should only be able to affect the men she stole from me, not the others. There had to be something I was missing. 

I met Caine’s emerald gaze, the first of my shifters I’d ever bonded with. His face contorted as he tried to shift to his dragon form, but failed. Steel bands wrapped around my chest. I couldn’t save him. 

Then Gregg, my soft-spoken giant, whose dark skin was covered in sweat. Jerry, my sweet bear and an amazing chef. And Leo who had been prideful and playful. My first court, my lovers, my men. 

A breath stuck in my chest and I caught sight of Alessandro racing to join in the fight with his chestnut hair shorn off. My gaze moved to Brice who whimpered in his wolf form. To Minh with his dark eyes and hair as he convulsed on the ground next to Ben. 

These men were part of my heart, my court. They didn’t deserve this. 

“What was that?” Magda chuckled, her reddish-brown hair floating around her from her magic. “Do you surrender?” 

“Don’t,” Zuri squeezed out. His dark eyes were full of pain from Magda’s magical torture. 

Dean and Shane were so pale their tattoos stood out along their arms. 

Tattoos. I gasped, glancing at Axel. My court. I’d claimed eleven of my men and they, me, but not my twelfth. I’d started my court with a dragon and it needed to end with a dragon. 

My dad’s words came crashing back to me. Seal them. 

Was that the answer?

Except Aunt Jess said doing so would activate the death curse and kill me. 

I shook my head, trying to clear it, trying to think. But all I could concentrate on was Magda hurting them. 

“Stop.” My voice came out a hoarse whisper. 

“Are you ready to give me your magic? To surrender all to me?’ 

I nodded because I couldn’t trust my voice. And I couldn’t look at any of my men. Couldn’t stand to see the disappointment and hurt in their eyes. 

My mind kept reeling with how to save me and my men. Everything depended on me…on my magic… which was working about as well as a hairdryer with a short in it. 

I froze. Could that be it? Was my magic haywire because I hadn’t completed my court, the circle? 

“I don’t have all day.” Magda huffed.

“Let me say goodbye first?” I asked. “Please?” 

“One.” She laughed. “You may say goodbye to one. Show the others how you have a favorite after all. The sentimental fools with me spoke of your fairness, of your equality. You and I know that’s not true. You can’t love twelve men equally.” 

That’s where she was dead wrong. But I couldn’t say that. Arguing with her wasn’t going to solve anything and it might alert her to what I had planned. What I hoped was going to work. 

Later, if we survived this, I would explain my actions. I couldn’t help it would hurt eleven of these amazing men. Or how much Caine, my first, would suffer thinking I picked another over him.

I approached Axel who stiffened. Yet, with each step I took, I sensed Caine’s gaze boring into my back. The other men looked at me with sorrowful eyes. Brice let out a howl and goosebumps broke out across my skin. 

“Forgive me,” I whispered, blinking back tears. I was gambling all of our lives on this. Because despite what Magda said, I doubted she’d let any of the men I loved so much, live. 

I lightly touched Axel’s hand. He looked at me with disbelief and longing tangled up in his blue depths. 

“Do you, Axel, claim me as yours?” I kept my voice low so Magda wouldn’t overhear. 

“You want to do this now?” His voice was soft though with an underlying desperation. 

“Yes. It might be the only way to stop her. But I won’t force you and you may leav—” 

His lips brushed across mine, sending tingles all the way through me. “I am yours and you are mine.” 

I took a shuddering breath. The spell Elder Warren had shown me to bind my court was frayed along the edges, but I hoped I remembered enough of it like when I had first bound Caine. “Dragon and polar bear shifter Axel, I claim you as my last mate, the lock of my court, my love for as long as you’ll have me until death do us part,” I whispered the words, feeling them sink into my soul.



This was going to work, or I was going to die anyway either from fully activating the death curse or by Magda herself.
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Chapter 36











S
 earing agony whipped through my lower back, burning as Axel’s shifter animals tattooed into my flesh.

“No,” Magda shrieked. Her magic raked through the air like dark bolts of lightning sucking up the light around them headed straight at me.

Axel blasted an ice shield and caught the brunt of her attack. Shards of her power sliced through the edges and ran along either side of the grass on each side of me.

In a gust that nearly knocked me down, Caine, in his dragon form, suddenly stood next to me. He stomped on the fire and snuffed out the flames.

Minh pushed out his hands and water bubbles engulfed her witch flares. The magic swirled inside before fizzling out and the bubbles popped harmlessly to the ground.

Several of my men stopped fighting each other, shaking their heads as though confused. They looked at one another, perplexed and lost.

With Magda concentrating on me, her power over my men waned. Now was my chance. Except I couldn’t breathe much less move with the raging fire along my back. I had to get through this. Gritting my teeth against the burning pain, I stood on wobbly legs.

Magda raised her hands with a scream. Her magic flung Axel and Caine backward. “You think you can win? I’ve been doing this for nearly a century. Your mother was weak, like you, she couldn’t handle all twelve of the zodiac either.”

White-hot fire scorched through my bones. I crumbled in on myself. I gasped in breaths, but even the air felt like it was cooking me from the inside. My mother? Aunt Jess had said she’d died from the death curse I now bore. A lash of pain across my back sent my body twitching.

I couldn’t let Magda win. She’d taken everything from me. The bitch was going down even if I had to take her into hell with me. I wasn’t going to let her harm anyone else and certainly not my men or Aunt Jess. Everything I’d gone through since walking into that shifter meeting with the council flashed through my mind. How I hadn’t wanted to even date a shifter much less become their lover. But it was more than that. I was falling in love with each and every one of them.

Slowly, I rose back up. My entire body trembled.

She sneered, stalking toward me. My men fell to the ground as she passed them. “They can’t save you. All of your power is mine.”

I couldn’t give her the chance to cast a spell. Even though I had no idea if this would work, I had to try. I pushed the pain forward and laced it with my power. I held onto my magic until I felt like I was going to explode. “I, Karen Marie Martin, claim my court, my harem, my men.”

Her face went ashen, but her magic lashed out at me like black, jagged claws. I sank to my knees as blood ran in rivulets down my body. Yet the magic still pulsed under my flesh burning me up from the inside.

“I accept the position as Ophiuchus,” I said, this time not an ounce of apprehension unlike the first time and all the other times I claimed my men, “as the thirteenth zodiac.”

Magda screamed and hurled her magic. An excruciating pain thrashed through me, leaving burning stings in its wake. The magic viciously ripped into me, trying to tear me apart until there was nothing left. Blood rushed to my throat. I choked, gagging and curled in on myself.

For one last time, I met the eyes of each of my men. They lay on the ground with agony etched on their faces, unable to move. I’d gambled and failed. “I love all of you.”

The crushing pressure smothered me as images thundered inside my mind from my life, of my hopes and regrets. I didn’t want to die. Didn’t want to lose to this monster and know she would hurt my men and revel in their pain. I would fight for myself and for my men and the growing love we shared.

She had to be stopped. Magic pounded into me over and over, the darkness splashed along my insides. All I could focus on was the excruciating agony of trying to hold back a monstrous storm. Once more, the images of my men and my Aunt Jess flashed into my thoughts. I had to do this, I had to try for them.

A peace settled over my heart and I realized I wasn’t afraid anymore of what my power might do. I closed my eyes and let loose my magic. The power tore out of me, though my mouth and hands and even my very pores. I fell to my knees. Light blazed behind my eyelids and I opened my eyes.

Magda was also on her knees. The hatred in her dark eyes was palpable. “Kill her, I command you.”

“I claim Karen as my queen,” Caine said, sweat beaded across his brow like it was a strain to even speak. “All in favor?”

“Aye,” Leo and Jerry said in unison.

“I pledge myself to her.” Gregg nodded.

Brice let out a howl.

“No, you fools, I’m the queen,” Magda shrieked. Her magic sparked, but didn’t move further than a foot in front of her.

“And me, I too claim Karen.” Alessandro’s Hispanic accent sent shivers through me. His dark gaze framed with black eyelashes felt like it reached into my soul.

“My queen, my love.” Minh bowed.

“We are yours.” Dean and Shane winked despite both of them panting from the exertion of the fight.

“Stop! I demand you destroy her.” Magda aged rapidly before my eyes like a shriveled old woman who clung to life with everything she had. Magic sparked around her like it was short-circuiting.

Ben stepped closer to me, tears in his eyes. “I vow to always be yours.”

“You are my queen and my love.” Zuri smiled so wide I found myself grinning back at him.

“Take our love and power. We are yours.” Axel took my hand in his, bringing it to his lips and kissing my knuckles.

“And I am all of yours,” I breathed out.

Power charged through me, bowing my back, but all twelve of my men surrounded me, lending me their strength. Something inside me clicked, like a switch being thrown. My magic slid into place like a puzzle I hadn’t been able to finish without the missing pieces — my men and our love.

“It’s mine, the power is mine,” Magda wailed, beating at her chest. Her gray eyes rimmed with angry tears. “It belongs to me.”

“You stole your magic. It never belonged to you.” I stood, clenching my fists, power swirled inside of me. “All you know is abuse and hatred. Neither of those will win against love, against a united court, against us.”

She snarled, thrusting her hands out. Dark threads of power latched onto me like leeches and sucked at my power. But I felt the strength of myself and my men. I didn’t need a focal point like the charms my aunt made me or a pendulum. I was at the center of this harem, this family, all were equal to me like a round table with me sitting in the middle.

My magic snapped out, slicing through her tendrils of magic. “I will no longer allow you to cause anyone harm ever again.”

My power boomed out of me and blew Magda backward as though an invisible bomb had gone off.

Her dark hair turned gray and her face wrinkled as she scratched at herself. “You’ll do what I had to do… just wait. No one can resist the power.” Her voice whispering on the wind before her body burst into ashes.

I’d done it. My power whiplashed back into me. The pain stole my breath. All of my muscles seized up. I screamed until my throat was raw and darkness curled around the edges of my vision.

My mom and dad stood alongside several men and all of them smiling and nodding. I furrowed my brow, shaking my head at what I was seeing. I had to be hallucinating.

Then soothing magic washed over me. Cooling the burning inside and the images I’d seen faded away like fog on a summer day.

“Karen,” Caine whispered my name like a prayer.

“Is it—” my voice was hoarse and stung my throat. I licked my dry, cracked lips, and tried again. “Is it over?”

“You did it,” Axel said like it was unbelievable.

Was Magda really gone? I cracked one eye open and all twelve of my men were gathered around me. They had relieved expressions on their faces and there was no sign of Magda. “We did defeat her, together.” I tried to sit up, but my head spun. “Wh-where’s Aunt Jess?”

“I’ll take you to her,” Ben said in a voice that had my gut clenching.

“Karen isn’t going anywhere,” Caine growled. “She needs to heal and recover.”

“It’s okay.” I laid my hand on his arm.

With a grumble, he scooped me up into his arms. “Lead the way, Griffin.”

“I’m so sorry, Karen.” Ben’s golden eyes searched mine. “I-I didn’t—”

In answer, I grasped his arm and pulled him to me, brushing my lips lightly across his. Everything he’d done hadn’t been his choice. Magda had taken away his and the other’s freedom. “I know. We’re safe now.”

He cleared his throat. “Your aunt is inside the palace.”

My breath locked in my chest as Caine carried me inside the palace after Ben. The murals on the wall were a blur of dark colors through my unshed tears. We ascended the stairs to a chamber with a steel door.

“I’ll take care of this.” Axel pushed to the front of our group, then iced the handle with his dragon magic and kicked the door open.

Inside was a bed with Aunt Jess chained. Her hair was ratty and stark white, her skin like tissue paper and wrinkled.

“Get these chains off her.” I leapt out of Caine’s arms and rushed to her bed on wobbly legs. “Aunt Jess…what happened?”

I gently touched her arm. Her skin was cool and frail.

Caine and Axel worked together to gently break the chains off her. The rest of my men circled the bed. My aunt looked at each of them in turn, then back to me.

“You did it.” Her gray eyes crinkled in the corners. “I knew you would.”

I shook my head. “I-I don’t understand. Why—” I couldn’t finish the words.

“You saw your father?” she asked.

“Yeah. H-he saved me.”

“Good. Good. He was the last one left of the last harem.” She nodded as though speaking to herself.

“What did Magda do to you? Is there a counter curse?” I snagged Minh on my left, bringing him closer to the bed. “Heal her. Turn her back the way she was.”

Minh’s magic ebbed and flowed over her in waves, looking like heat waves. He stepped back, shaking his head.

“Caine… Ben…Axel. Use your powers with mine.”

“Are you saying I’m old? I’m my real age now.” She patted my hand.

“No, you can’t be. You’re my mom’s sister.” Even though she was older than my mom, it couldn’t be by decades or more.

“And I’m not your Aunt Jess… well, I’m your great-great-great-however many generations it actually is now — Aunt Jess. I took care of your mom as her aunt, as I did her mother before her and so on until you freed me from this bondage of watching all my sister’s descendants, die.”

“Magda?” I swallowed. “She was your sister?”

“Older by two years. We were very close until she became the thirteenth zodiac. It changed her.” She coughed, the air whizzing in her lungs.

“You raised her children… grandchildren? What about my mom… Magda said something about how she couldn’t handle the power. A-and for a brief moment, I thought I saw her and dad with several other men.”

“Your mom died from not being able to harness the power of her harem. And what I told you was true, I was able to hold off her death until after you were born.” She clasped my hand. “I knew you would succeed.”

I kissed her forehead, my chest squeezing and each inhale felt like shards of glass were impaling my lungs. “That was what your charms for me were for, weren’t they? To practice channeling and focusing the power.”

“Yes.” She smiled, her wheezing increasing. “Your mother’s idea. She’d bought a charm bracelet, yours, as soon as she found out she was pregnant with you. Asked me to give it to you and see if we could use it to help you. She had tried a pendulum, but it shattered after so much power had been channeled into it.”

“This explains so much.” I blinked back tears. “But I have so many questions, so much more I want to know.”

She closed her eyes and her breathing slowed.

“Aunt Jess?”

“Call me Jestina— it’s the name my parents gave me in 1854.”

I gasped. Across from me, Alessandro, Greg, and Jerry widened their eyes in shock.

Caine nodded like he’d suspected.



Pushing the shock of her announcement aside, I leaned over and hugged her. “I love you, Aunt Jestina.” When I pulled back, she wasn’t breathing. A sob tore from my throat. Caine and Minh wrapped their arms around me. Soon all of my men surrounded me in one huge embrace. But my heart still hurt.
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Epilogue











A
 week later and I still woke up crying about Aunt Jess— Jestina. I dressed in a black clingy T-shirt, jeans and a denim jacket. My men were still sleeping and I tiptoed down the stairs. In the kitchen, I grabbed the flowers I’d bought for her grave. I still didn’t know why it was so hard for me to move on, but I felt like I needed to go for closure.

“You’re up early.” Axel held up a cup of steaming coffee. His ice-blue eyes were bright as though he’d been up for hours. Or maybe it was a dragon thing. “Want one?”

“Nah. Maybe later.” I missed Aunt Jess and being able to share with her. Besides, I hadn’t left the house since her funeral and was recovering from the battle with Magda.

“Going to see Jestina?” At my tearful nod, he continued, “Let me drive you.”

Usually, I hiked down to the cemetery, but I was okay giving my ice dragon/ polar bear shifter some one-on-one time. “Sure.”

He pulled his long silvery hair into a ponytail and grabbed his white biker jacket. “What’s your preference… flying or motorcycle?”

“Bike.” I smiled, bouncing on my toes. Ever since I first met Axel and he had ridden off on his Honda Blackbird, I had wanted to take a ride with him.

We walked outside in the early autumn day with the wind crisp and dancing through the trees, shaking leaves loose.

At his bike, he handed me his gleaming, white helmet.

“What about you?”

“I’ve only got the one and I am not wearing Zuri’s horned monstrosity.” He chuckled. “No way. The helmet is just to avoid getting pulled over.”

“And so, don’t you still need one to avoid getting a ticket?” I tried to hand it back to him.

“Nah. I’m a taken man now.” He gave me a crooked smile. “Don’t have to worry about the women cops trying to get info on me.”

I rolled my eyes and put the helmet on. Axel was sexy like all of my men. I didn’t blame women for drooling over him. He placed my flowers in a compartment under the seat and hopped on, holding his hand out for me. I climbed up and wrapped my arms around his waist. My legs pressed up against his. He started the bike and the engine roared underneath me.

We whipped down the mountain and I felt like I was almost flying. Nothing beat sailing through the air on a dragon, but this was a close second. And, added bonus, I didn’t have scales or spikes to worry about.

Ten minutes later, Axel stopped the bike outside the cemetery.

“Want me to wait here or come with you?”

I took the helmet off and combed out my hair. “I’d like to do this alone, please.”

“Don’t forget these.” He popped the seat and handed me the flowers taking his helmet back in exchange.

“What are you going to do while I’m gone?” I raised my eyebrows as he put a locking spell on his bike.

“Stretch my wings a bit. Terrorize small children.”

I gasped. “Don’t you dare.”

“Kidding. Sort of.” He winked, his blue eyes sparkling. “Meet you back here in half an hour?”

I nodded. With the bouquet of daisies and sunflowers, my aunt’s favorites, I trudged up the hill and across the graveyard to her tombstone.

“Hi, Jess.” I didn’t feel right calling her Jestina when she’d always been Aunt Jess to me. “Got you some flowers.” I laid the buds in front of her tombstone. It was weird to see 1854 as the year of her birth yet her death as this year. “I’m learning every day more about my power and how to control it. All of my men are helping me, and I was able to turn Brice back into his human form. Magda broke something in his ability though — he hasn’t been able to shift at will — but we’ll figure it out together. God, I miss you so much.” I wiped at my tears with a shaky hand. “If you were here, I know we could figure all of this out together.”

A gentle breeze touched my cheek and I gasped, pressing my fingertips to the spot and glanced around. I let out a sorrowful chuckle. Aunt Jess had been a big believer in positive thinking.

“Right.” I nodded, inhaling a hiccup. “It’s a minor thing and we’ll figure it out between my men and me. I just wish you were here. Oh, and let me tell you about how I made your famous lasagna with spicy sausage. I tripled the recipe for it and the guys still ate it all up before I could even have a bite.” I shook my head, chuckling. “They all felt so bad that each of them went out and brought me back a different dessert. I had to put some in the freezer. I mean, who can eat twelve desserts all at once?”

I shivered, remembering how they also treated me in bed that night. I’d slept until noon the next day recovering.

After I’d recounted everything I could think of, I kissed the top of her tombstone. “Bye, Aunt Jess. I’ll talk to you again next week, okay?”

I didn’t wait for any answer or sign, because I knew wherever she was, she heard me.

At the bottom of the hill, Axel was waiting for me, but the bike was gone.

“Did you get robbed?” I asked.

“No. Thought you might want to fly over the countryside for a bit.”

“Hell, yeah.” I’d flown with Caine as a dragon, but hadn’t had the same opportunity yet with Axel.

He shifted in front of me, white wings growing out his back, scales and tail. Each shifter transformed differently, and Axel was all magic and flash. I wondered if Caine was envious of how fast his cousin could morph into his dragon form.

Axel lowered his head and his sapphire eye watched me. He was glorious with his white-iridescent scales that gleamed in the sunlight. Slowly, I trailed my hand down the massive length of his body, his scales smooth like pearls. He shuddered under my touch.

“Can you mind speak?” I asked.

He let out a snort. “I’m a dragon, aren’t I?”


“Since you’re only the second one I’ve ever met, I thought it was rude if I assumed. Besides, you’re a chimera or were before you gave Zuri your bull animal.”

“Climb on before I change my mind and ravish you here.”

I scrunched up my nose. “At a cemetery? No thanks.” I may be kinky, but I drew the line at desecrating the dead.

The sound of traffic buzzed nearby, and I hoisted myself onto Axel’s back. His scales were rougher around his neck and I held on as best I could since he didn’t have any spikes along his neck like Caine. Axel flapped his wings, stirring up the dirt below us. The muscles in his back contracted as he lifted us off the ground and into the air.

Wind buffeted against me, tugging at my hair and jacket. Axel banked left away from the mansion. Figuring he wasn’t ready to head back yet, I glanced down at the scenery below. Trees were dotted with red, orange, and yellow leaves. Cars crowded the freeways with smoke polluting the air. Axel rose higher into clearer air and I sighed contentedly as we flew toward the coast.

We flew for about an hour or so before reaching the coast. Axel landed on top of a beach house.

“Wait, you live here?” I asked, climbing off.

“What — you think all dragons live in caves and mountains?”


“Yeah.” I shrugged. “I kinda did. And you’re an ice dragon—”

“So, I need to live where it’s cold
 ?” He started shifting back into his human form.

Why was I surprised? Caine was a fire-breathing dragon and lived in the mountains so it made sense that Axel would have an opposite place. Waves crashed against the surf and the smell of salt air had my muscles relaxing.

“We can go somewhere else if you like.” Axel, now back in his human form, hadn’t conjured a shirt, but wore jeans low on his hips and my lust-filled mind wondered if he was going commando.

“This is perfect.”

He stalked to me, his blue eyes smoldering as his white hair caught on the ocean breeze. God, I swore he was a Viking come to life. His chiseled abs were tight and sculpted. I knew before I touched him that his skin would be slightly warmer than mine, his muscles firm. He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me in close. His kisses soon made me light-headed. My desire hiked up quickly. I dipped my hand to the waistband of his jeans, my breath coming out in pants.

“Let’s go inside.” He rubbed his chin over the top of my head. “Though part of me wants to take you right here and ice anyone who has the gall to watch.”

I let him lead me inside the beach house. It was homey with two beige sofas, TV, a small kitchen with barstools lined up at the bar/counter. Not what I expected from my dragon. Then again, Caine lived in a freaking mansion built into the side of a mountain. The floor was wood that creaked under our feet as we walked to a bedroom.

Again, the décor was simple. A giant bed with cotton sheets and a blue comforter. A TV was on a chair in the corner and a nightstand was piled with paperback books. Mysteries. Before I could look around at anything more, Axel tugged at the hem of my shirt. I helped him and took it off, followed by my bra. He sat on the bed and drew me to him. His wet, hot mouth latched onto my nipple, suckling like he was a starving man. Both of us were frantic to be together.

He rolled his tongue over my nipple before lightly nipping and pleasure shot through me. I grasped his long, white hair in my hands, pulling him back for a kiss. I was rewarded with him yanking down my pants and underwear in one motion.

He hauled me up and onto the bed.

When I reached for him, he kissed my palm, then flipped me over.

“I want to see them again.”

“What, my butt cheeks?” I teased, knowing full well he was talking about the tattoos on my back of all my men’s shifter animals.

Axel lightly kissed my lower back where his images of a polar bear and dragon rested. The tail of the dragon curled down to the tip of my tailbone. Slowly he kissed his way up to my neck, then back down again. His hands followed his lips and I shifted, trying to get him where I wanted.

He chuckled. “Impatient? I don’t mind sharing you, Karen, but there are going to be times like this where I want you all to myself and I’m going to take my time fucking you.”

“Oh?” That sounded divine. He went back to tracing the outline of the images burned into my back, lingering on one of his shifter animals, then tracing both with his tongue. I wiggled, gasping in desire.

His fingers stroked my wet folds and I bit back a sob of pleasure, but he didn’t enter me. Instead, he slid his fingers in circles over my clit, making me rock my hips.

My need clawed at me and I was so aroused I was sure I was going to soak the sheets. Any hope of patiently relishing this time together was unraveling. “Please.”

I sighed in pleasure as the tip of his cock pierced my entrance. Little by little he slipped in deeper and it was agonizing torture. I dug my fingers into the bedsheets as he pushed in even deeper. My tight body pulsed around him. I felt drunk on desire, on feeling him inside me.

Axel teased my nipples, sending desire spiraling through me. His thrusts felt like he was branding me. When he pulled out, I let out a pouty whimper.

“Turn over,” he said in a husky voice.

I followed his command and stared up at my Viking dragon. He leaned over, kissing me as his fingers stroked me faster and faster. A climax built so hard that I bucked against him to gain release. I nipped little bites up the part of his chest I could reach to his neck. The groans and grunts he made in the back of his throat turned me on even more.

He plunged into me and I screamed from the pleasure. We clung to each other as our lovemaking became feverish. My waiting orgasm wound tighter and tighter. Axel pumped in and out of me, his sapphire gaze never leaving mine.

“I want to see you when you cum,” he said. “And know that it’s because of me. Only me.”

“Yes,” I cried, my nails scraping down his back.

Then I couldn’t hold back as pleasure spun through me like I was on an uncontrolled Ferris wheel.

“Shit.” Axel pounded me harder, his thumb circling my clit as another orgasm pitched me to the edge all over again.

Our bodies savored the pleasure of each other. Yearning and fulfilling. Each of us gaining our own satisfaction and heightening the other’s. My body hummed with desire and getting its fill of this sexy shifter.

I tangled my hands in his hair, arching my back as he hit just the right spot inside me and I couldn’t stop. I ground my hips up higher, meeting each of his thrusts, until shimmers of ecstasy flooded me.

He groaned his own release as tingles spread through me. I was pretty sure the neighbors knew exactly what we’d been doing, and I didn’t fucking care. Axel held me and all I could hear was our hearts beating. I felt content… happy. I laced the fingers of one of my hands through his, marveling over how much bigger he was than me. How lucky I was.

Both of our phones started vibrating at once.

“Guess that means eleven other guys are looking for us.”

Axel kissed my shoulder, then leapt out of bed.

Part of me was sad we had to go, but I missed the others too. I took a shower while Axel called Zuri to tell him where we were and that we’d be on our way soon.

As I toweled off, Axel washed and damn if I didn’t sneak a peek. The water had darkened his white hair that hung halfway down his back. All of his muscles were toned. His waist dipped in at the sides. Even his legs were perfectly sculpted, but my gaze kept drifting back up to his sexy ass.

“Like what you see?” he teased, glancing over his shoulder at me.

“Hell yeah.” I opened my towel, flashing him.

He dipped his gaze down my body, his expression morphing instantly into one of lust. His growl sent delicious goosebumps down my body. “Get in here with me.”

Laying on the counter beside the sink, my cell lit up with another text message. Caine’s hurry up
 flashed across the screen. I looked up, giving Axel a wicked grin. “We can only have a quickie or the clan will send out a search party.”

“Any time I have with you is worth it.” Axel held out his hand, water streaming down his chest from the shower.

Enviously, my gaze followed the droplets streaming down his sculpted muscles and erection. How was it I had become the luckiest woman on the planet?

I stepped into the shower with him. I ran my tongue over my lower lip, craving him, his touch, feeling him inside me. When I bent down to taste him, he hooked his fingers under my chin preventing me.

“Another time,” he said in a rough voice that sent liquid heat to my core. “I want to savor being with you one more time before we have to join the others. I want to watch you cum one more time with me.”

My core tightened in anticipation because of his promise and his heated gaze, I took a step closer. He hooked a hand around my waist and hauled me to him. His hard body against my soft curves and the fact this sexy man wanted me thrilled me even more.

His body blocked the brunt of the spray, but the hot water dotted along the edges of me. Goosebumps erupted over my flesh that had nothing to do with the cool air hitting my skin and everything to do with him. His gaze raked over my body, lingering on my breasts. I wrapped my hand around his erection, squeezing his hardness. He pulled me into a demanding, hungry kiss that swept me away.

I closed my eyes allowing the sensations of his tongue on mine to drive the speed of my hand on his cock. He cupped a hand on the back of my neck firmly holding me in place while his other hand massaged my nipple, tweaking it until he moved onto the next. All the while, his kiss stoked the blazing fire of desire within me.

I ran a thumb over his tip and our kiss deepened. His tongue driving out all thoughts but the primal, desperate need burning through us both.

With a growl, he pushed me to the side of the shower, never taking his hands off me. I hissed as the cool tile hit my back.

Axel adjusted the showerhead so that the water warmed over us, then he drew me back to him. “You’re so fucking beautiful. Smart and sexy.”

He kissed me long and deep, stealing my breath and inhaling my moans of pleasure as his fingers teased me.

He moved his delicious mouth to my breasts. His thumb lightly slid against my clit. His fingers teased up and down my folds driving me crazy as he sucked on my breast. I stroked up and down on his erection, wanting him inside me already.

Slowly, he eased in two fingers. They glided in and out of me. I leaned against the shower wall for support from the intensity of his fingers dipped in and out of me.

“Please.” My plea was answered with him grazing my clit and I whimpered. As good as he felt touching me, I wanted his hardness in me. I squeezed his cock and urged him to me. I couldn’t wait any longer and was about to climb him and impale myself on his cock.

This dragon was making me crave him, an addiction I didn’t want to curb. Months ago, I’d never have believed that I’d have not just one shifter lover, but twelve. I’d won the goddamn fucking sex lottery.

“Not yet.” He brushed a thumb across my perked nipple.

“Tease,” I panted, my body flushed with heat. I was so ready and feverish, that I was desperate for him inside me. For him to fill this gnawing ache inside of me.

His fingers rubbed the building heat and I moaned, gyrating against his hand. And still he refused to grant me what I wanted, what I needed. I squeezed him harder, running my clenched hand up and down his shaft.

He lightly bit my lower lip. “You’re not ready yet.”

“Fuck yes, I am.” I sucked on his tongue. “Can’t you feel how much? How wet I am?”

He growled against my lips, pressing my body into the shower wall more.

His body covered mine. His fingers stroked me faster causing me to mewl and move with his touch. My climax surged forward, hovering on the cusp of an apex. I opened my eyes to see him staring at me with such a hunger in his sapphire eyes and my breath hitched. This man… this dragon shifter… I was in awe of how I’d won him over and he’d stolen a piece of my heart and soul. Axel and I had bonded outside of sex. Fucking him hadn’t fastened him to me which made him watching me and what his magical fingers were doing to me all the more sensual.

I gasped when he changed the tempo of his fingers, sliding in and out while his thumb rubbed back and forth over my clit. I couldn’t keep my eyes open as sparks of desire flared behind my eyelids like fireworks exploding in my mind. My hand moved from his cock to his arms, holding on as I bucked against his hand. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly.

“Ready for me?” He pressed his cock to my sex, teasing me with the tip back and forth over my slick folds.

“Yes,” I managed to squeak out.

He drove into me. My cries of pleasure echoed in the shower as he filled all of me. I swear if my pussy could purr she’d be doing so with a roar right now.

Our bodies slapped together. I clung to him to hold on as he drove me closer and closer to sheer bliss. He nibbled at my lips, my neck, along my collarbone until my knees buckled as he plunged in and out of me. He grasped my legs, hauling them around his waist, then fondled my clit, slipping his thumb around in circles on my sensitive, swollen bud.

My sex clenched him as he thrust in and out of me faster and faster.

I savored him being inside me and the heady effect of being this close to him and having this time together no matter how selfish. That I could drive him as wild as he was doing to me turned me up another notch.

“Shit, shit, shit. You feel so good.” My toes curled as I rode him. Ecstasy hummed through me, liquid heat seeping into my belly and down into my core. My climax built as he moved into a deeper, harder pace.

“Yes, like that,” I breathed out, fragments of pleasure spiked forward, my breath stuck in my throat.

Our bodies were slicked with sweat and the water from the shower as he fucked me. All of me soaked up his presence, basking in the feel of him gliding in and out of my body.

I opened my eyes trembling at the intensity I found in his gaze as he watched me while he fucked me. Patterns of concentration and straining not to orgasm crossed his handsome face. Desire flooded me at seeing how much he wanted me. And goddess help me, I was lost to him too.

I brushed my lips across his, lifting to meet each of his thrusts, groaning with pleasure against his mouth.

He gasped, his body shuddering from holding onto his release. I leaned back to watch him. To let him see how hot he made me.

His eyes flashed a bright blue as he plowed harder into me. I met each thrust of his cock, each kiss he was able to give me while straining to hold onto his orgasm until I had mine. That this powerful man wanted me, was desperate for me fueled my sexual fire even more. I shifted around, wrapped my legs tighter around his waist, allowing him deeper into me.

He groaned in pleasure, letting me know he was getting as carried away as I was. His hand dug into my ass as he drilled into me.

His pace beckoned my orgasm. “Cum for me.”

I gripped his arms harder, matching my speed with his until I shuddered beneath him. Wave after wave of ecstasy broke over me. I felt like I was floating. All of me loose and sated. He was the only thing keeping me from sliding to the shower floor into a contented heap.

His pace quickened, then he squeezed his eyes shut, roaring his release.

The aftershocks of my orgasm pulsed through me, down to my core. We held onto each other as the water streamed over us.

He leaned over me, breathing hard. Neither of us moved as we waited to come down from our high.

When we caught our breath, I nibbled at his lips.

“I thought we were going to have a quickie.”

He smiled against my mouth. “What can I say? I’m a selfish bastard. Besides, that was a quickie to me. You know I like seeing you cum before I put my dick in you, then a lot more orgasms after that. Once is never enough.”

Every part of me quivered in delight at his words. My phone rang and guilt slammed into me.

Axel lightly bit down on my shoulder and I squealed. “Next time, we’re spending all day here — just the two of us.”

I didn’t need my men to be jealous of each other. “Isn’t that my decision?”

“Fine,” he grumbled, running a hand through his wet, silver hair. “We can invite Zuri once in a while, maybe one or two of the others.”

I sensed if I pushed my dragon any more, he’d keep me here the remainder of the day. I smiled sweetly, kissing him before I eased him back so I could get out of the shower. His cock slid out of me and I bemoaned the loss of feeling him inside me.

Two hours later, Axel and I entered the mansion.

“There you are.” Caine hauled me into his arms and kissed me until I was breathless. “Ready to play?”

“Always,” I breathed out.

“Great.” He set me on my feet, then clapped Axel on the back. “Because I don’t plan on going easy on you this time.”

My libido spiked. “Oh?”

He led me into the formal dining room where the other ten guys dealt out cards. I chuckled, accepting a beer that Brice handed me and sat across from him. Caine sat at my left and Axel at my right.

“What are we playing for?” I asked.

“Winning team gets to take you out on a date.” Alessandro’s accent made my toes curled. “And I plan on winning every time.”

“We can totally go on a date without having to gamble.” I took a sip of my drink.

“Yeah, but this way it’s more fun,” Leo said.

He still had faint circles around his eyes from when he was with Magda, but he was starting to put weight back on. The shine was coming back to his golden locks.

I’d hated that Magda had shaved off Alessandro’s hair. Now he wore a buzz cut, which he rocked, but I missed his thick, dark hair too.

Both Axel and Caine gave each other weird hand signals that had me giggling.

I’d started this journey not wanting any shifters, now I had twelve of them and I wouldn’t trade this life or their love for anything.
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Seize the Unexpected
  

Really? I stared again at the cryptic message from my fortune cookie. Wasn’t that what I was doing right now sitting across from Brandon from Accounting? The Asian music kicked up a beat and my heart hammered right along with it. Even the tiny lanterns on all the tables glowed brighter. 

“I’m glad Sarah set us up, Mindy.” Brandon leaned forward, trailing his fingers across mine. His fingernails bitten to the quick. 

“It’s Melanie.” I pulled my hand away because I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. This was a see-each-other-outside of work semi-date. Not a get-to-second-base-before-dessert kinda one. 

He chuckled, running a hand through his thinning brown hair. “You got a nickname though, right?” 

“No, I like Melanie.” Not even an hour in and already he wants to change my name? I squeezed the fortune cookie paper in my hand, then stuffed it into my skirt pocket. Yup, this was a horrible idea agreeing to go through on this not-so-blind date. Why had I thought sleazy Brandon would be different than he was at work? 

“You should probably change your name.” He winked at the waitress passing our table. 

I tensed. “Why?” 

“If you want to get out of the shit-hole mailroom and into a better position,” he smirked, “that would put better use of your talents. That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?” 

Rage roared up in my chest. “How do you mean?” I asked through clenched teeth. 

“Being in my department could pave the way for your career.” He loosened his bright orange tie. “I require an assistant. I could take you on. Train you.” 

I leaned forward. “Are you speaking of…extra circular activities. Like extra hours and late nights?” 

“Now you’re catching on.” He tossed the last of his fortune cookie into his mouth, smacking as he chewed. 

“Sorry, Brandon, but I’m just fine where I am.” I snatched the check and stood. “Word of advice for your next date, maybe take your head out of your ass and actually care about the other person for a change.” 

I paid the bill for both our food, feeling justified that I didn’t owe him anything. That my small mailroom job could afford that much. Why did it seem like all single guys were jerks? 

Outside, thunder flashed in the distance. I hustled to the rusty Chevy truck I’d parked up the street. Since my date had been a flop, I had time to grab some coffee ice cream, my fav, and catch Scarinatural at home. 

* * * 

Thirty-eight minutes later, I flipped on the TV and crashed onto the couch. Jezel meowed at me. 

“You can lick the bowl when I’m done.” I patted the sofa beside me and she leapt onto my lap. “Too much dairy gives you stinky farts. Plus, it isn’t good for you.” 

She stared up at me with her emerald eyes as though to say, ice cream isn’t good for you either.
  

“Hey, I can indulge. Made it through a meal with Brandon.” I slid a spoonful of the coffee ice cream into my mouth. 

The theme song to Scarinatural filled the living room. 

“Last time on Scarinatural,” the announcer said, “Dane and his brother, Tommy, had unwittingly awakened a leviathan.” 

“Now those are some guys I’d give anything to go out with.” I sat back, enjoying my dessert while Jezel purred beside me. 

“Run, Dane!” Tommy shouted, his face red from straining. “The leviathan is too strong…save yourself.” 

“If I leave you, the venom will kill you.” He gripped his brother’s arm, tucking it around his neck. “We get out of here together or not at all.” 

A commercial for toothpaste popped up and I sat my bowl beside Jezel who lapped at the traces of the ice cream from the bottom. 

“Love Scarinatural?” a booming voice asked on the TV. “Then take our new trivia test. Win a chance to be on set with Dane and Tommy.” 

“What do you think, Jezel? Should we try?” 

“Meow,” she answered me, her black nuzzle white from the ice cream. 

I tapped my fingers against the couch’s armrest, remembering my fortune this evening of embracing the unexpected.  

“What could it hurt?” I opened the link on my phone. The quiz was super easy and I scored 100%. A meme opened asking how screwed I’d be if I were in Scarinatural.  

“Are they kidding?” I asked, but Jezel was cleaning her face with her paws and doesn’t answer me. Quickly, I typed in a reply that I aced the test and that being on the show would be wicked. 

Hoping my fortune would bring me luck, I tucked the piece of paper on my nightstand underneath the lamp so the ceiling fan wouldn’t blow it away. 

Sleep pulled at me, so I took a quick shower, then snuggled into bed with Jezel. I didn’t feel like I’ve closed my eyes for more than a minute when she lets out a low, menacing growl. I leaned over to flip on the lamp but I fell off the bed onto a hard, carpeted surface. My nose pressed into the back of a car seat. 


What the hell?
  

I grunted, pushing up, realizing that I’m in an unmoving vehicle. The scent of smoke and something I couldn’t name in my groggy state filled my nostrils. It was dark with a dim light from a streetlight buzzing overhead. No driver, but things hung from the review mirror and I squinted to make them out. 

Is that…a purple unicorn toy and a pair of fuzzy dice? Just like Dane’s in the show.  

No, no, it can’t be. Must be a dream. I pinch myself and yelp.  

Okay, okay there has to be a rational explanation for this. Like I was on the set or a really amazing fan’s replica of the car in the show.  

Except…how did I get here? 

Jezel growled again, facing the back window, and the hairs on the back of my neck rose. I turned and gasped. A giant scaled creature was running straight for us. It resembled a cross between a lizard and a dragon with glowing yellow eyes. 

My heart slammed up into my throat. I know where we were. We’re actually in Dane’s car. “Holy fuck! We’re actually in Scarinatural.”  
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Read the complete trilogy now!


Matchmaker Lynda Garcia arranges relationships between humans and supernaturals, but when it comes to her own love life, things are lackluster. Until she meets a Transylvania vampire prince pays her millions of dollars to find a woman who can sire a half-vampire...bringing a new generation into the sunlight.

When a glitch in her system sends her name to three vampire princes, each striving to gain the throne, she's in a heap of trouble including the legendary Dracula coming after her.

This RH - Paranormal Romance box set is a complete collection of the three books in the series, Blood Clan.

1. Blood Harem 

2. Blood Oath

3. Blood Contract

What Amazon readers are saying:

★★★★There is definitely drama, action, fighting, near-death (more than once) and romance. I definitely enjoyed this first book and am looking forward to the next one. Enjoy!

★★★★★ Wow... just wow! This book has a kick to it. It's full of passion and action. Seriously, I couldn't put it down. It had my heart beating during action scenes and steam coming out my ears during the hot scenes. I LOVED it!!!!

★★★★★ I'm so grateful that there's a second book for me to devour. I'm sure I'll be suffering from a bad book hangover when I have to wait for the third book.

★★★★★ Lots of action and tension, and the connection between Lynda and her men was sizzling. Love how caring and adoring she is of them, and likewise, they would do anything to keep her safe. But she's not damsel in distress... quite the opposite, which makes me cheer for her even more. Loved it, and I can't wait for book 3 - Blood Debt.


Each complete novel offers a scorching hot, addictive paranormal romance with three sexy vamps.
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