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Karen Martin is drowning in men, but she wouldn’t want it any other way. As a half-witch/half-Coyote shifter, she’s got her hands full with four gorgeous shifters. Except the high-council told her as the thirteenth Zodiac sign, she’ll need twelve to complete her court.

When Karen figures out a death spell has been placed on her and her men are in danger, she unravels the tangled threads of secrets and lies to find out the truth.

An old enemy from the past returns and Karen will do anything to exact revenge. Even if it means going up against the powerful witch who killed her mother. But without her full court of twelve men, will Karen be able to win the fight? Or will she lose everything she now holds dear?

Urban Fantasy fans will devour this Reverse Harem series packed with action, intrigue and magic. If you like RH with a kick-ass heroine, spellbinding thrills and action, pick up both Zodiac Binding and Zodiac Rising today.
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Chapter 1











A
 cid burned my back. “Fucking shit!” I screamed, lurching upright in bed and reached over my shoulders, patting my flesh. My hope was that whatever was going on with me was just from last night’s weird, intense dream. And that I'd wake up enough for the pain to freaking stop. Early morning light spilled across the edge of the bedroom.

“What is it?” Caine bolted out of bed, his fists raised, and his gaze surveying the chamber. His nostrils flared and a tendril of smoke puffed out from them. “Are you hurt? Why do I smell your blood?”

“It's too early for yelling,” Jerry yawned reminding me of a grizzly bear and his shifter animal.

On the other side of him, Leo snored softly, his golden hair tousled.

The pain lessened slightly, but still felt like someone dragged a red-hot poker across my skin. I scrambled out of bed. Maybe I'd scratched myself in my sleep and my mind made it worse than it was.

“Let me see.” Gregg smoothed a hand over his black, wooly hair as he climbed out of bed.

He stood at the foot of the bed, holding a hand out. For a gorilla shifter, he was gentle with me, as if I were a fragile doll. It both excited and irritated me. I was a half-coyote/ half-witch shifter and apparently the thirteenth zodiac sign. It was up to me to hold the lines of twelve other shifters to keep the balance and prevent all weres from going insane. Yay me!


Some might call me lucky to have four protectors and lovers, but how was I supposed to keep eight more happy? The sex was phenomenal, but I was fortunate to have these first four, my foundation, who knew each other and liked to share. Would the others as well? Or would I have to keep the peace and ping-pong between men?

The thought of that had my blood pumping and my sex tightened in anticipation.

I pushed away from the bed and shuffled to Gregg. The T-shirt I wore yanked down low over one shoulder. Okay, so it was Caine’s that I borrowed last night after our five-hour love feast just before I got cold despite four shifters lounging in the bed with me.

Damn, I ached all over in a good way... well except my back, which still stung like a fucking demon was clawing at my skin.

I jerked the T-shirt down and tucked my hair out of the way with the other. “What is it?”

I turned my back to Gregg, but his sharp intake of breath had me straining my neck to see what he was gawking at. “Is it a spider bite?”

“Flesh-eating bacteria?” Jerry offered.


Oh Gods, please no.
 “Shut up! It’s nothing, right?” I took a shaky breath. “Just an allergic reaction or something.”

Caine leaped off the bed and rushed toward me, his eyes blazing. “Let me look.”

An expression of resolve or was it anxiety crossed his face before he gently spun me around. Caine was one of the oldest shifters I knew and had been around when the last Chimera zodiac sign had picked her court. He’d been in love with the bitch, but she’d allowed the sexual heat to drive her into other men’s arms. Yup, the lust and the need to sate the desire was strong, but I'd never betray Caine or any of my men. I cherished them and wanted their opinions and to make them happy.

My cell phone chimed.

“Tell me what is on me already.” My stomach rolled, and I clamped my shaky arm across myself to avoid hurling as images of my back raw and flayed open beat at my mind.

The shrill of my phone again made me jump.

Jerry brought my cell with him, handing it to me, then he too peeked at my back.

“I don't have time for calls right now. What the hell is wrong with my back?” I pushed the phone back into Jerry’s hands.

“But it's your aunt.”

“Shit!” Like I didn't have enough to worry about. Still hadn't told her everything. Though part of that was the council’s fault as they'd never accepted me as a pack member since I was a half-breed and a witch on top of that. If I'd been half-human, they'd have tolerated me. So how could I explain to my aunt that I was now a Chimera that held all the packs together? She'd worry I'd lost my mind and make me drink a dozen nasty potions to try and cure me. Plus, she believed dragons killed and ate witches to gain power. Yeah, now was so not a good time.

I clicked the talk button. “Hey, Aun—”

“Don’t you lie to me, young lady. Where are you?”

“I'm fine, why do you ask?” I cringed as another lancing pain hit my upper back. What the hell was going on? I glanced to my four shifters and they gave me a mixture of half-smiles and pinched expressions. “Can I call you later? Now isn't really a good time.”

“I've scried for you for over an hour and the pendulum swings off the map... off the world, Karen Marie Martin.” My aunt's voice rose. “Tell me right now where the hell you are.”


Shit!
 My aunt was losing it. She never cursed. Ever. In my entire life living with her after my dad dropped me off as an infant on her porch, her harshest word had been ‘damn’. But I couldn’t tell her I was in Caine’s secret lair because he’d be furious I told her. Plus it would freak her out even more that I was bedding a dragon in his home where his power would be strongest.

“It’s shifter pack business and I’m not at liberty to say an—”

“Cut the bullshit, Karen. We both know that’s not true.” She huffed. “If you don't want to tell me, fine.”

“Wait. I can explain.” No, I couldn’t. Not really. Not now when everything was still so new to me too. She wasn’t a shifter or even half. And as much as she’d try to understand, she wouldn’t be able to, not fully. “Listen, I’ll try to swing by okay? Just know that I’m all right and everything is fine.” Well, except that I’ve got something wrong with my back and my men were giving me weird looks about it. Even Leo had roused and at the other men’s gestures, peeked at whatever freak show I had going on.

“Promise? Before the end of the week you’ll come to visit me, yes?” she whispered.

I clutched my phone tighter hating the desperation and hopefulness mixed in her voice. “Yes! I’ll fill you in on everything I can.”

“You better keep your word or I’ll magically hunt you down where even your dragon can’t protect you.”

“I’ve no doubt.”

My aunt sighed. “Are you at least being careful? You know dragons can’t be trusted.”

Caine snorted, and I shushed him.

“They’ll steal your magic and your soul,” Aunt Jess continued. “Do you need more charms?”

I shook my bracelet which had been a gift from my aunt. Still had a few left including my four-leaf clover that had come with the bracelet. Aunt Jess and my mom had blessed it before I was born and I hoped to never have to use it so I could pass it onto my daughter. I squeezed my eyes briefly hoping to the goddess that I’d never have to use it. I could buy a hundred four-leaf clovers and never have the luck of this one or the value. All of the other charms I’d used to save my neck and Caine’s when we were running from other shifters bent on claiming me. But I wanted a say in who my bedmates were. Soon, I’d need to get more charms. My magic worked best with a focus since I was only a half-breed witch. The coyote side of me enhanced my sense of smell and hearing, but that was about it.

“Thanks, Aunt Jess, I’ll stop by later and see you. And I do need more charms, but I should be okay for a bit.” I cringed as my back tinged again. “I love you, Aunt Jess.”

“Love you too, honey.”

I clicked the end call button and tossed my phone onto the bed. “Someone tell me what the hell is going on with my back.” At least now the searing pain had fainted to a dull throb.

“Let me grab an extra mirror.” Caine disappeared into the bathroom, but I trailed after him and took off my shirt.

Gently, he set me down with my back to the wall-hanging mirror, then gave me a hand mirror. I lined up both reflections to see what the fuss was about when an image of something showed on my back. I squinted, not quite believing what I was seeing. My heart banged so hard against my chest that I felt dizzy.

“What the hell is that?” Between my lower shoulder blades was an image of a dragon. Silver and blue. My skin was red and raw around it as if I’d just gotten a tattoo. Above it was a lion, to the left a gorilla, and to the right a grizzly. All four shifter animals that my men were.

Caine glanced away.

So, he knew something about this. Dread chewed on my insides at his silence and not meeting my gaze. Whatever it was, I had the sinking feeling that it wasn’t good. I set the mirror down on the counter, then stomped over to him. “What the fuck is going on? Why in the holy hell are these images on my back?”
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Chapter 2











“H
 ey.” I snatched Caine’s hand so he'd look at me. “Tell me about these markings on my back.”

His turquoise gaze nearly glowed in the bathroom lights. He squeezed my hand, swallowing hard, his voice softening. “It’s part of the binding process.”

It had hurt like hell, but I felt like he was keeping something from me. I wasn’t convinced that there wasn’t more to the binding and my tats than he’d admitted. “Okay,” I elongated the word out, “so why don't you seem happy about it?”

He let out a breath. “Didn't think it would happen to you.”

“Wait.” I pulled my hand from his and leaned against the bathroom counter. “Why not? Didn't the last Chimera have this?” I needed to find the crib notes on being the central thirteenth astrology sign for all shifters. Because so far, I was flying blind and knowing what was coming would help me prepare.

“No, neither she nor the two others had it.”

“Swell, so lucky me I get the acid-burning tats.” I bent down and picked up my discarded shirt and yanked it over my head. “So what do the markings mean?”

When I arched an eyebrow at him, crossing my arms, he gave me a half-smile.

“The last Ophiuchus like you to have markings of her harem was when I was too young to care about anything but learning to fly and using my powers.”

“You don't know anything about the markings then?” Not that I was completely buying what he was saying. “What are you not telling me?”

Giving me a sideways glance, he rubbed the back of his neck. “What I do know doesn't really help us. The tats are considered an early warning system.”


Well, shit.
 My insides shrank as a million scenarios ran through my mind as to what that meant. From being hailed a fake and having my men ripped from me to spontaneously combusting until only a pile of glowing ash remained. “Meaning?”

“I'm not sure. Like I said, I didn’t pay attention then.”

I chewed on my lower lip. I’d ask my aunt to know if she’d heard of such a thing or at least a way to make them not hurt so damn much when they branded my skin during my sleep. This was a shifter matter and I needed to find out what was going on. Plus I had to find more members of my court before single, male shifters went insane and the debilitating lust hit me again. I wanted a choice in who I bedded, but when the heat came over me, it was hard to even think rationally much less weigh the ramifications. I'd gotten lucky with Caine, Gregg, Jerry and Leo. They all knew each other and were great at sharing. Heat burned my cheeks in remembrance of the past several nights together. Never thought I'd be the center of a harem. I was a date one-guy-at-a-time kind of gal before all this.

“What about the elders? Would they know about this?” I hitched a thumb over my shoulder to my back. After all, they had known about me being the Ophiuchus thirteenth zodiac sign.

Caine shook his head. “Doubtful. I'm older than all of them combined.”


Right.
 Kept forgetting he was a dragon shifter. He'd saved me when all the single, male shifters had gone lust-crazy on me. He’d worn sunglasses to hide his glowing turquoise eyes that alerted everyone to his other form. When I discovered he was a dragon shifter, it had taken me by surprise. They were rare nowadays and not fully trusted by other shifters or witches who thought they killed our kind to enhance their magic. But I knew Caine would never hurt me.

I couldn’t ask my dad about the tattoos, even though my dad was a coyote shifter, either. He'd dropped me at my aunt's front porch and never looked back. Hell, I didn't even know where he was or if I had any relatives. For years, I'd searched for him. Used every resource I had including the little bit of magic I had flowing in my veins. Nothing had given me answers.

But the shifters had family trees in their vaults that were rumored to be from the first shifters who had their souls merged with an animal. Cursed by a coven of witches for mocking them. If I could get in to see their records, I might not only discover what my markings meant, but find out more about my dad and my coyote heritage. My pulse raced at the thought. I might find the answers to why he left me without a word.

I'd never been allowed into the sacred library before because of my half-breed status, but mostly because my mom was a witch. Guess the shifters worried I would spill their secrets to my aunt's people and a worse curse would slam on the shifters than before.

“What about the archives? Wouldn't they have information about this?” I tried to keep my voice light and matter-of-fact. I needed Caine and the others on my side not suspicious of my motives. If I told Caine the truth that I'd want to find out about my father in addition to the spontaneous markings, he might refuse. Weres were very secretive about their lives and he might interpret my snooping as bad.

“That would be the best place to start.” He scratched his cheek. “First, we need to get you cleaned up.”

“I've got some ice for your back,” Gregg sauntered in with a homemade ice pack of a plastic bag that he wrapped in a towel.

“Thanks.” I turned so he could place it on my back. The coolness eased the soreness and I let out a grateful sigh.

“I'll pour you a bath.” Caine kissed my nose.

“Thanks, that’s so sweet.” I shook my head. “But no, I need to go to the archives now.” The longer we delayed the more chance that it wouldn’t happen and I couldn’t handle that disappointment. Not when it seemed like I was so close.

Behind me, Gregg stiffened. “You're taking her to the vaults?”

“Yeah, he is.” I turned and looked over my shoulder at him. “Wanna join us?” I asked coyly.

“What's going on?” Leo ran a hand through his blond hair making it spike up on top and one side and I longed to smooth it down.

“Dragon-boy is taking her to the archives,” Gregg grumbled.

I faced him. “You object to me going?”

“It’s dangerous.” He frowned. “Too many other shifters won’t like the fact of you being granted access while they can’t go.”

“And me being a half-breed probably irks them.”

He reached over and traced his long, dark fingers over mine. “I don’t mind you seeing anything you wish. It’s the elders and some of the other shifters I’m worried about. There is a short list of those of us who are even purebreds with connections who’ve been allowed into the vaults.”

Leo whistled. “Yeah, the elders don’t even let full-blooded weres in there without three security checks and a sealed scroll from an elder.”

“So how am I going to get that?” I asked Caine. “I assume the elder we’re going to see will let us in?”

“That’s why we’re going to go see her first.”

“And what if she refuses?” The thought that I might finally find out about my dad and his side of the family had me wanting to race to the vaults right now and skip everything else including visiting an elder.

“Hungry?” Jerry entered the bathroom making the huge room feel crowded with the five of us in here together. “I've got bacon, eggs, and biscuits cooking.”

My stomach growled. “Yes, just let me get cleaned up.” A quick shower, food, then the archives. Besides, if I didn’t eat, even Caine would be stubborn and force me to take the time and I didn’t want to waste another second.

“Why are you all in the bathroom?” Jerry’s muscles in his arms flexed accentuating his military and bear tattoos. “Is it sex time?”

His mouth brushed against mine and my knees weakened at his touch.

“No, not yet.” But my insides throbbed at the thought. Calm down.
 I needed to find out about my dad and the stinging marks on my back.

The look of disappointment in Jerry's hazel eyes made my heart lurch. “I'm going to the vaults... shifter library... with Caine.” I lifted my chin. What if they’d asked for a vote and overrule Caine and me? Or tried to change his mind?

“Are you insane?” Jerry spun to Caine. “She can't go there. If the council finds out you're even thinking of doing this, they'll skin all of us for just talking about it.”

“Then I’ll go alone. I don’t need any of your approval or an escort.” My stomach knotted. Right, I needed at least Caine to get into the super-secret library. And why didn’t they want other shifters going there? I’d always thought it was just me and that I was half a witch and not a full shifter. The knots in my stomach tightened as my men stared at me. Jerry was just being overly cautious, right?

This was dangerous, but I had to know what was going on with me. And I couldn’t pass up this opportunity to find out about my dad. About why he left me on my aunt’s porch and never returned. No phone calls, texts, or emails. Like he vanished off the freaking planet. All my life, I imagined being able to find him. At first, it was he was in trouble and had set me aside with my aunt to protect me. Later it was that he was too young to care for me or that he didn’t want me. I had to know the truth. Unknowing was eating its way through my soul again and I couldn’t walk away from this.

Would Caine keep his word or would the others persuade him to forget going? I waited for his answer as he glanced from me to the other three shifters. His brow pinched. Excitement and terror sucked the air from my lungs.
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Chapter 3











“C
 aine?” I stepped forward and the ice pack Gregg held on my back slid away. Would my dragon agree with the others and refuse to help me get into the shifter records? My stomach knotted as I waited. But I lifted my chin at his stare. One way or another, I was getting into that vault. It would be tons easier though walking in with a dragon than by myself. Yup, tried that a time or two or five and got thrown out before I even made it to the bolted door. Even tried a concealment charm, but they had an anti-magic threshold and I was banned from being within fifty feet of the libraries.

“We don't have a choice.” He cupped my cheek and my insides froze.

Was he saying he was siding with Gregg and had decided not to take me? No, I couldn’t accept that. I hated going against my men, but this was more important than stupid shifter politics and scare tactics.

“Do you have any other suggestions?” I asked not able to keep the bitterness from my voice. “I've just been branded in my sleep and none of you can give me any answers.” I took a shuddering breath, hating that it showed any weakness in my resolve. I just wanted their support even if they disagreed with me. “If you have another idea then let's hear it.”

Jerry folded his massive arms over his chest, his jaw muscle twitched. “Anything would be better than you getting hurt.”

“That's not a solution.” I faced my gorilla shifter. “Any ideas?”

“There has to be another way,” Gregg answered. “Let's speak with the council.”

I shook my head. “And if they don't know anything and ban all of us from the archives? Then what do we do?”

“I agree with Karen.” Leo winked at me. “Sometimes it's better to get forgiveness than permission.”

God, I wanted to kiss him. “Caine?”

If anyone could get me into a high-security vault it was a dragon. They were feared among humans, witches and other shifters. And he was older than the elders, so he might even know the password to get inside. I wanted to bounce on my toes in anticipation, but quelled the thought and locked my legs.

“Jerry's right,” he said, and my air hissed out between my lips. “To a point. We ask an elder who owes me a favor then we visit the vaults if we need more information.”

“Really?” I couldn't stop my grin and threw my arms around his neck.

“Sounds like fun. Always wanted to know what was in those vaults.” Leo sat up on the bathroom counter as if we were discussing going to a theme park or the beach. Then again, his surfer-blond looks would fit right in with the latter.

“Fuck!” Jerry growled. “I'll watch your back.”

“And I must go and keep all of you out of trouble.” Gregg replaced the ice pack on my back.

Caine sniffed the air. “Is something burning?”

“Shit! Breakfast,” Jerry yelled and bolted.

They all agreed to take me to the elder, then the restricted shifter area. Appreciation for their willingness to back me up made my eyes prickle.

Damn, I was the luckiest girl in the world to have four amazing guys love me.













* * *




An hour later,
 I had showered, taken pain reliever pills that Leo brought me and dressed in a silk top that hid my new markings, but the material was also soft against my skin and all I could tolerate. After the archives, I needed to visit Aunt Jess for a healing balm. She was gonna freak when she saw my back. Might have to go alone to her house ’cause she’d probably throw a lightning bolt and fry my men when she saw what had happened to my back.

My hope was that the markings weren't some portent of doom.

I scarfed down the burnt bacon and overcooked eggs while Jerry grumbled the whole time.

“Last time I ruined a meal I was in basic training,” he said.

“It’s okay. Still tastes better than the stale cereal Caine keeps in his pantry.” I winked.

“Hey.” Caine threw a piece of bacon at me. “I only keep fresh ingredients in my kitchen.”

I rolled my eyes, teasing, “Sure and the box of Chocolate Puffs in the back of the pantry was packed ten years ago.”

His face reddened. I tossed his piece of bacon back at him.

Gregg rubbed his chin. “Are you sure you're up for this trip?”

I pushed my empty plate away suddenly not wanting seconds the way my stomach churned. “Yes, I need to know what’s going on.” Plus I wasn't going to find the other eight shifters for my court by hiding out in a dragon's lair even though it was badass and bigger than three mansions combined. “How are we going to get into the vault when even most shifters are forbidden to enter?”

“Caine and I can send word once we find out anything.” Jerry scooped up the last of the eggs and popped them in his mouth. “My military background grants me access through the medals I won while dragon-boy gets in purely on his privileged heritage.”

“Jealous?” Caine grinned, then faced me. “But I have to agree with Jerry, you can stay here with the Leo and Gregg.”

As much as I'd love to crawl back in bed and pretend everything was okay, I couldn't. Besides, knowing my men, they'd sugarcoat the truth if it was bad news and I'd rather know up front.

“Thanks, but I'm going.” I picked up my plate, then set it in the dishwasher.

“Caine, talk some sense into her.” Gregg stood. “It's not safe for her to be out in shifter territory without claiming her full court.”

“Yeah,” Leo agreed, leaning on the table. He so needed a haircut. His blond surfer look was quickly turning grunge. “What if she goes into heat and picks a bunch of morons to be the remaining eight?”

“Hey.” I nudged his elbow. “Have a little faith, will ya?” Geez, you’d think I just waltzed up to guys and asked for sex. I did have morals. Before all this, I'd never even dated more than one guy at a time so having four was new territory.

“She's too stubborn to listen once she's made up her mind.” Caine put his sunglasses on.

At least I had the dragon on my side.

“Let's go,” I said.

Outside, Caine transformed into his dragon form, taking my breath away at his silver and turquoise scales.

Caine’s skin changed to a bright greenish-blue scales and he fell onto his hands and knees. This his spiked tail emerged. His muscles bulged and grew. His transformation took longer than other shifters and I figured it was because of his size as a dragon.

He shivered, cringing, as his head elongated into a dragon-shape. Now a man-size dragon, his body grew until he was a twelve-feet high and just as long. His spiked tail brushed the edge of the trees and his wings stirred up the air around us.

“Hop on.” Caine's voice rang in my mind as it did whenever he was in dragon form.

I climbed up, just behind his head. Leo scooted behind me followed by Jerry, then Gregg.

“I hate heights,” Jerry mumbled. “No funny stuff, dragon, I know where you sleep.”

Caine chuckled, his laugh ringing in my head and making me smile.

With me clutching one of his neck spikes, Caine flapped his wings, sending Jerry scrambling forward.

“Easy, bear, we won’t let you fall,” Greg shouted over the noise of Caine’s huge wings.

Soon we were gliding through the air off the mountain. The cool air whipping my hair from my face. Caine’s powerful scaled muscles under my legs flexed and reminding me of how powerful he was in this form. We flew down the mountain in seconds. I could stay like this for hours, watching the tiny earth below us.

We landed and I rubbed Caine’s serpentine neck careful of his horned spikes.

Reluctantly, I slid off his back. Leo’s parked van waited at the base of the mountain. Caine transformed into his human form. His brow pinched, sweat dotted his forehead, but he gave me a wink.

We’d take Leo’s van into town. Dragons weren’t prohibited from flying overhead, but the city meant witches and most believed dragons were evil or others liked to collect body parts for spells. I’d seen my aunt’s friend try to shoot down a dragon with her magic once. It was safer to go as humans from here on out.

Jerry opened the driver’s door, but Leo shook his head.

“No one drives my baby but me.” He waited until Jerry stepped aside, then climbed in and rubbed the dashboard.

Walking around the car to the passenger seat, Jerry snorted.

I was deliciously squeezed between Caine and Gregg. The van zoomed down the interstate while we sang to Leo's Queen CD. But inside my guts were shredded with fear of the unknown. Would we find answers with the elder or as with Caine, would she not remember any details?

On either side of me, Gregg and Caine took one of my hands in theirs. Guess they smelled my fear or they just loved me. Probably both.

But when they realized I had a hidden agenda of reading through the records to find my dad and discover more about his side of my heritage, would they be as accommodating?

Shifters kept to themselves. I was considered an outsider. And while my men accepted me for who and what I was, would they side with me or their laws on this?

Caine leaned forward, letting go of my hand. “Take the next exit, then a left at the second light.”

“No problem.” Leo flipped on his blinker.

I fingered the few remaining spelled charms on my bracelet. The four-leaf heated in my palm.

Strange, it had never done that before... a tickling sensation hit the back of my throat. And apprehension gnawed on my bones. I squeezed Gregg's hand, glancing around.

Suddenly a vehicle slammed into the back of the van. My seatbelt wasn’t fastened! I flew straight ahead toward the windshield and oncoming traffic. My scream buried in the squeal of tires and the shriek of twisting metal.
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Chapter 4











F
 rom the impact of the truck hitting us, I was flung to the front windshield. Instinctively, I tossed my hands up to protect my face. My charm bracelet! I ripped off the four-leaf clover charm, but I careened through the windshield. The glass shattered, cutting my skin as I skidded along the hood of the van and onto the asphalt. Pain lanced up my side as the hot road scalded my flesh. Agony twisted me all over. My leg bent at a weird angle that rippled up through my spine. Blood coated me everywhere. I had to fix this. It wasn’t my time to die here on the road like this. My entire body started shaking.

I clenched my hand around the charm in my hand and whispered the activation spell. With any luck, I’d only have cuts and bruises from this wreck. I swallowed back a scream, repeating the words when nothing happened. “Unix Mulrie Vemica
 .”

My vision darkened. Shit, did I have a concussion? The back of my skull vibrated as if it was going to turn into a killer migraine. The world around me shook and twisted. My stomach rolled, and I clenched my teeth to keep from throwing up.


Just wait for the magic to work. A few more seconds and hopefully most of the pain would fade.


I snapped open my eyes. What the hell?
 I was back in the van…since when? The front windshield wasn’t cracked, it was as if the accident had never happened.

“Karen, you okay?” Leo asked from the driver’s seat.

We turned on the street to the archives. I froze. Wait. We’d already done this. The charm reset time? Fuck!


“Stop!” I yelled.

Leo slammed on the brakes in the middle of the road. “Jesus-what is it?”

My breaths turned to pants. Would changing our course divert the accident? “Take this turn, right here.”

“But that’s not the way to the libr—” Jerry said.

“Now, just do it!” I yelled.

Beside me, Caine tensed, glazing around as if he could smell the danger nearby. “Do as she says.”

I twisted around to see a truck speeding down the road behind us. Fuck, fuck, fuck.
 “Hurry!”

Would the vehicle chase us? Or had it been only an accident?

In answer, Leo shifted into gear and barreled down the side street. A second later, tires squealed, but no crash. I let out a breath as the truck sped past us. Glancing ahead, the vehicle stopped at the light, obviously, they were oblivious to the fact I’d saved them from a wreck as well. Thank goodness no one was hurt this time.

Caine didn’t say anything, but he arched his eyebrow over his sunglasses at me.

I gave him a small shrug. Then took deep breaths as we continued to the shifter library. My hope was that nothing else would prevent us from our mission and getting to the archives to find out why four tattoos of my men’s shifter animals had spontaneously appeared on my back.

Shifting in the seat, I hissed out a breath as my silk shirt rubbed against one of the markings. I would need to ask my aunt for another four-leaf clover charm, but they were damn expensive and hard to come by. I’d had mine for years and never thought I’d have to use it. Then again, I’d never thought I’d be mated to a dragon, lion, bear or gorilla shifter either. Which, was another thing I needed to discuss with my aunt. Once I was sure she wouldn’t freak-out too much about it and fry them all with lightning bolts.

Nerves danced along my skin as we pulled to a stop outside the private, shifter library. The building was dark, gray stone and reminded me of a cross between Fort Knox and Alcatraz prison. No windows, which only added to the feeling of a fortress.

“You okay?” Caine asked.

“Yeah, as well as I can be.” I swallowed. For years, I'd tried to break into this place to find out more about my coyote side and my father. Each time, I was turned away because of my half-blood status. Never mind my witch side which they probably believed me to be a spy and hunting for shifter secrets. Even if I had been pure-blood it wouldn't guarantee me a ticket inside. Only special shifters, like Caine, could get in.

What if they laughed when I tried to enter or arrested me? They'd let a dragon shifter in, but would they deny me yet again? Did my tenth attempt earn me a ticket straight to solitary confinement? Or worse, decide I was unfit as the thirteen zodiac sign to hold the others? What would happen to my four guys who were my pillars and keeping me sane and from going sex-crazy?

Caine climbed out of the van, then swung around to open my door and held his hand out. The warmth of his flesh on mine eased my fears a fraction.

“I don’t know how long will be,” I said to Gregg and Leo.

“No worries,” Leo flashed a smile. “I’ve got a pride meeting in a bit and Gregg here wanted to go to the gym.”

“Great. We’ll call you later.” I waved and watched the van drive off down the street, grateful that I’d avoided the wreck.

“Ready?” Caine held out his hand to me.

“Guess if things go nasty, you can transform into your dragon and fly us the hell out of the library.” I placed my palm in his.

“Unfortunately, no.” He squeezed my hand. “They've got a powerful spell once we cross the threshold that prevents any shifters from becoming their animal.”


Well, shit
 . The old unease returned triple-fold now. “How? Witches and shifters aren't exactly bosom buddies.”

“It was when this place was built before the animosity came to head. Wizards and witches used to come here too before they were banned.”

Jerry gave me a sympathetic look. “Don’t worry, Karen, lots of shifters go through here without any problems.”

I stopped outside the double cement doors. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Ignore him,” Caine said, “He’s only allowed inside annually and is worried they’ll penalize him.”

“How?” Images of torture chambers filled my mind. Which was weird since we were living in the modern age. But since I’d never been allowed past the lobby and had been prohibited from anything shifter because of my witch side I had no idea what they did to those who disobeyed. Who knew how they punished shifters for disobeying the rules of this place?

“Don’t worry about it.” Jerry gave me a fake smile that didn’t reach his hazel eyes.

We pushed through the doors and I gave a wave to Leo who waited in the van. My heart giving a flip at the salute he gave me. Even though he was a lion shifter, he wasn’t considered pure or special enough according to shifter laws to enter. But I thought he, along with my other three men, was perfect.

Inside was as uninviting as the outside. Dark gray walls and a receptionist desk that looked like it was carved cement. A prison would be cozier.

“May I help you?” a woman asked, her nostrils flaring.


Shit, has she already scented that I’m not fully coyote?


“Yes, we are here to visit Elder Millay.”

“I’m so sorry, but the elder is vacationing in Norway and won’t be back until the end of the month.”


Shit. How were going to find out answers now?


“In that case, we wish to view the archives.” Caine took off his sunglasses and tucked them in his shirt pocket.

“Do you have an appointment?”

Caine shook his head. “Sorry no, this is an urgent matter. If you would call Millay, I assure you that he will allow us access.”

“That’s fine, but she can’t come inside.” She looked down her nose at me and I swore she whispered under her breath even though her mouth barely moved, “Filthy half-breed.”

“She’s with us.” Jerry looped his arm around my waist.

“I’ll have to get approval, first.” She lifted her chin.

“Do so.” Caine smiled as they were discussing the weather and not my audacity to breach their halls. “And we’ll wait in the lobby while you do.”

“Wait, this isn’t the lobby?” I asked.

Jerry chuckled. “No, this is the waiting area where they turn away anyone they don’t want going further.”

“Don’t get too comfy yet.” Caine stroked my cheek. “There are three more passageways we must get through before we reach the archives.”


Great. Three more chances for me to screw things up.
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Chapter 5











“T
 his way.” The receptionist gestured to the elevator. She pushed a button on the wall, which took a retina scan then an electronic handprint.

“Guess they stepped up the security from wizards and witches back in the day,” I said trying to lighten the fire of fear and rejection scorching my insides. Would security refuse to allow me inside despite being with a dragon and bear shifter who had special access? Every time I’d tried to enter this place on my own or even with one of my best friends and full-coyote shifter, Natalie, they’d refused me. Would this time be any different? I chewed on my lower lip as I waited.

A cement wall opened up, then an elevator with shiny black doors appeared. “Once you are done and need out, ring the bell on the inside and I’ll unlock the doors.”

If there was even a bell. I crossed my arms while unease crawled through my gut. As much as I wanted in the archives for why the tattoos mysteriously etched across my back and find info about my father and his family, I dreaded what was on the other side of those doors. The fact I’d never made it past this point had adrenaline pumping through my veins.

The doors dinged open and the inside of the elevator was the same dark metal as the outside. I’d never been claustrophobic before, but looking into that dark elevator had my throat closing up. My chest burning and ice filling my bones.

“Ready?” Caine took my hand as if we were going on a picnic and not into a forbidden zone.

I nodded not trusting my voice to say anything. Jerry placed a hand on my shoulder, giving me comfort as Caine tugged me deeper inside with him.

“We’ll keep you safe.” Jerry walked into the elevator bank with me.

Both should give me enough protection, but what if there were magic spells in here they didn’t know of since they weren’t half-breeds like me? Sure, Caine and Jerry would be fine while I was zapped into a smoking pile of ash. My breaths sped up.

“Stop worrying, it's just a records library.” Caine brought my hand up to his lips, kissing my knuckles.

I let out a shaky breath. “Sure, if you say so.” Brushing a hand along one of the elevator walls, I gasped at the rough texture. “Black iron?”

“Yes, for the fae.” Caine nodded. “Some of their kind can shapeshift as well, but shifters don’t count them as part of our lineage.”

“Right.” I shuddered. No doubt in my mind that this elevator was infused with an enchantment to crush any fae inside if they got this far. Had any unauthorized person tried, like me, to breach the inner secrets of this place only to meet punishment? And would the black iron in these walls only maim a fae for them to be collected and dealt with or did it kill them? I swallowed against the hard lump pressing into my throat at that thought.

With a shimmy, the doors opened to a lobby with black onyx title and white marble columns. Rows of books lined emerald green shelves. At the back of the room was a huge, golden dragon with its mouth open over a fireplace that held glowing embers. Somehow the sculpture’s presence was comforting.

“So, where to now?” I asked, but my gaze still surveyed the room expecting danger from any direction. Even though we’d been allowed in, I didn’t trust this place. Not to say that any of the shifters here would have any confidence in me or my motives either. But my whole life, I’d tried to get inside here once I found out about the archives. I had zero clue about my dad except for his name and that he was a coyote shifter. Jake Rodgers. Was he even still alive? The records had birth, marriage, divorce, and death certificates too—even more advanced than the governments because I never found a trace of my dad outside of this place.

“Follow me.” Caine led us past the bookshelves and to a black iron staircase that wound up to another door. Another deterrent for any fae that had made it this far.

I stifled a shiver and climbed the stairs after Caine with Jerry following behind me. At the top, Caine took off his sunglasses. The retina scanner took a minute but dinged with approval.

“My turn.” Jerry slipped past me squeezing with his wide shoulders sideways. Caine was sleek, muscular and lean, but powerful just like his dragon form. While Jerry was built like a linebacker and his grizzly form only made him appear even more intimidating.

Once again the device accepted his scan, but the door didn’t open.

“What now?” I crossed my arms. “Does the system require blood as confirmation of shifter status too?”

“You need to register or the doors won’t open,” Jerry gestured to the scanner. “It knows there are three of us here and needs your details before it will allow us to pass.”

I blanched. “But I’m not a pure-blood shifter or anything.” If the door was wide enough, Caine could shift into his dragon form and I hide under his wing? Why risk the machine screeching that I didn’t belong here? It was like dangling candy before a child then snatching it away.

“Security has already been alerted that you’re with us.” Caine replaced his sunglasses over his eyes and I missed not seeing his bright blues. “This is a precaution to ensure you are who you say you are and not an imposter or full magic user trying to pass inside to create chaos.”

“Or that you’re controlling us,” Jerry added.

“Right.” I squared my shoulders and moved in front of the horizontal black box. A crimson beam that didn’t hurt shifted over my eyes but no dong sounded and neither did the door open. With an arched eyebrow, I looked back at Caine. “Time for plan B of a full-scale dragon to blast through the passage?”

“Place your hand on the doorknob and turn.”

“Seriously? After all the high-tech stuff I just open the door?” I asked.

He pressed his lips together in a thin line rather than answer me. When I glanced over at Jerry, he offered no help either, but stared at the stairs, scuffing his boot back and forth over the wire mesh.


Fine.
 Whatever it was, they didn’t want to tell me, and that worried me even more than if they’d come clean. I relaxed my shoulders and grasped the handle. Three needles jabbed into my palm. “Ow! Fuck!” I jerked back shaking my hand out. Blood beaded on my palm. “What the holy hell was that?”

“Another precaution.” Caine winced.

I rounded on him. “Next time, no secrets. I don’t care how painful or ugly the truth is, we stay open and honest with each other.” That was one thing I couldn’t stand… lies or even the absence of telling the truth. They could call it whatever the liked, but it was still lying. I’d grown up with secrets and refused to have any part of my life I had a say in to be shrouded in gray or darkness. Which reminded me, I needed to come clean with my aunt as soon as we finished here.

“Sorry, luv,” Jerry said behind me. “But we couldn’t warn you or you could hide your true intentions with magic or thoughts. They had to read your mind to why you are really here and the only way to do that quickly is a blood test without you knowing it was coming.”

Squeezing my throbbing palm, I bit back a snarky retort. “Please, next time you two know something that I don’t, tell me or there’ll be worse consequences than not being allowed into the archives.”

Like I’d have another reason for being here other than finding out about the marks on my back... except... I’d wanted to hunt for my father and his family. Could the blood analysis have extracted that information too? How was it shifters had something so complex unless it was one of the magical protections left behind?

My throat dried. Fuck!
 If that was the case we were totally screwed. But seconds ticked by and nothing happened. I rolled my shoulders back, the tension lessening some as the door swung open. Guess the shifters that ran this place didn’t have as advanced security as they thought.

“After you, my lady,” Caine bowed slightly and I stepped through the threshold into a vault.

My earlier irritation quickly vanishing at the opening. I was closer than I’d ever been before to finding out about my dad—about the shifter side of my heritage. Really, my men were only doing their best to help me and it wasn’t their fault this place was royally screwed up.

It looked like a bank vault with millions of small metal boxes with numbers and symbols on them. I drift closer to one side, squinting to make out the image on a group of boxes. A hawk! Another set beside them featured eagles. I brushed my fingertips along the metal fronts, finding several other bird symbols, then fish.

“Over here.” Caine waved to me from across the chamber. “Found the dragon ones.”

Would the coyote ones have the genealogy and history on my family I’d been searching for? Excitement tangled with anxiety in my belly. I met Caine beside a wall of panels with gold metal curling down the front. Of course, gold embellishments. It figured the dragon ones would be more elaborate than the other fronts.

“So how do you open these?” I asked not seeing a combination or lock of any kind. “Wait, don’t tell me, magic right?” For a race that thought of magic users as enemy number one, they sure used a lot of spells in this place.

“Yes.” Caine nodded. “These were the first records ever put in place before the rift between witches and shifters.”

“And it’s the best security that shifters can have.” Jerry tapped a hand against the dragon panels and they vibrated with a red glow. “That’s a warning. I can’t open any boxes except bear ones... specifically grizzly. And if I was a wizard, it wouldn’t allow me to open any of them.”

Did that mean with my half-witch blood that I wouldn't be able to open the coyote ones? I fingered the remaining charms on my bracelet, still pissed that I had to use my four-leaf clover one on a stupid car wreck. My magic, since I wasn’t a full witch, had to be enhanced with a pre-made token. My aunt had come up with the idea of a charm bracelet with magical-endowed trinkets. If I had the right one, a charm could to boost a spell to emphasis the coyote blood in me and hide the witch. But would the magic be enough to trick the security and open the boxes?

“Fascinating.” I moved closer to the dragon panels. Now that Jerry had removed his hand, the pulsing slowly faded away. Whatever magic users had done this had been advanced. I didn’t even know if my aunt, a full-blooded witch, could duplicate this. But I’d gotten this far into the archives, I would try whatever I could to get inside the coyote vaults. “So how do you open the ones under your shifter animal?”

Caine lightly traced his finger down the top and right side of one of the dragon boxes. A glowing green light followed his outline. Then he transformed his hand into his dragon form and scratched a claw across the left side then the bottom. Again, the light followed his movements and the panel popped open a fraction. He opened the door the rest of the way and pulled out a long scroll.

“Here you go.” He handed me the parchment and my skin tingled from the idea of having something so ancient and forbidden in my palm. “I’ll open the others, then we can sort through them. See if we can discover anything about your spontaneous marks.”

The next hour, Caine opened up all the dragon boxes and we were surrounded by a mountain of scrolls.

“Shall I move these to the viewing location?” a haunting voice sounded over a speaker.

“Yes, please,” Caine nodded.

All of the parchments vanished into thin air, and I gasped. “More magic?” I’d never realized shifters were such a hypocrite lot. They abhorred powers outside of this place, only calling me to help with any black spell a witch had put on one of their members from time to time. Tolerating me only until the job was done and then paying me and sending me away as though I was worse than an IRS Agent who wanted an audit.

Excitement and hope filled me that we’d gotten all these scrolls. Jerry and Caine’s presence helped alleviate some of my fears as well. What other guys would pour over ancient documents to find information on spontaneous burning tattoos? “Now where to?”

“The viewing chamber is next door.” Jerry took my uninjured hand and led me toward another passageway.

“Great, any more needle pokes to get there?”

“No, it’s free for any who make it this far.”

“Thank goodness.” I wanted to figure out how to reverse these tattoos on my back or at least figure out what they hell meant. Nothing like being a walking time bomb and not knowing if I’d explode.

I followed them inside another room, this one with couches, chairs and tables. Soft lights from lamps gave off enough light to see but wasn’t harsh. The walls were a soft brown that added a bit of hominess to the usual metal and concrete we’d come across so far in this place. Magic had carried the scrolls here and they laid lined up along a long table.

“After you.” Caine motioned to the table overflowing with stacks of scrolls and books.

“Thanks.” I grabbed an armful of parchments and sat down in one of the plush, yellow chairs. My hands shook as I unraveled the first parchment. Caine and Jerry followed my example, each picking up an armful and settling in a spot to start to read them. Would they be okay if I told them the other reason I wanted to come? Or would they try and stop me, choosing shifter laws over me? Truthfully, I didn’t want to test that theory and turned back to the scrolls.

The first one I read described how to turn fire breath into liquid. Kind of like changing a roaring fire into a lava one. Cool, but not something I’d ever be able to do, and it had zero effect on the marks on my back. Second scroll talked about hatching eggs. No thanks. I added it to the discarded pile and moved onto the next.

Two more hours and the pile of unread scrolls was only half-way gone. I needed a break plus I wanted to take a peek at the coyote panels while I was here. Pretty sure I could use a simple spell that would bring my mixed blood into line with their shifter requirements enough to open for me. Only one way to find out.

“I need a break and to stretch my legs.” I rose from the chair.

Jerry said, “I’ll go with you.”


Shit.
 He’d probably lecture me if he knew what I was up to. Had to figure out a way to ditch him. “Sure. Caine, we’ll be back... you want anything to drink or eat?” Did they even allow food or beverages in here?

“You can only bring water into the archives and small bottles at that.” He poured over a scroll. “But yeah, I could use something to drink, thanks.”

“Great. You stay here and we’ll get the waters.” I turned toward the room with the shifter panels. Once we were far enough along that I hoped Caine wouldn’t overhear, I stopped Jerry. “Hey, I gotta go to the bathroom. Why don’t you head down, grab the waters, and I’ll meet you back in the reflection room?” I kept my voice as light as I could without sounding cheesy.

He narrowed his eyes at me, but I didn’t flinch. Which is saying something since it felt as though I was staring down a grizzly. Finally, he nodded. “Bathroom is back toward Caine, he’ll show you where it is.”

“Thanks.” I beamed and slowly made my way so it looked like I was headed toward the restroom.

When the door closed behind Jerry, I dashed over to the boxes. I scanned the fronts as fast as I could. Leopard, tiger, snake, wolf. My heart racing. Coyote! There weren’t as many boxes as the dragon’s, but I didn’t care. Without a charm, the spell would be a bit trickier, but I only needed to play up the coyote in my blood and downplay the witch side. Should be simple enough.

I closed my eyes, concentrating on my heritage that gave me a better sense of smell and hearing than most humans. I imagined coyotes in the wild and what my dad and his ancestors must have been like. With a breath, I whispered the spell. “Cormtrex Sur Grindra tre.
 ”

Nothing happened. I peeked one eye open and glanced down at my body. Still me. No fur in sight. Damn! I braced myself by widening my stance and squaring my shoulders, repeating the incantation.

Finally, my belly lurched, and all the hairs on my body stood up as if I’d touched a live wire. My insides coiled with hot coals. Sweat broke out across my forehead and back. Fucking hell, was I going to shift? Part of me laughed and the other part wanted to run away screaming. I’d never transformed before. My witch side hadn’t allowed it.

Grayish fur sprouted down one arm. I stared at it fascinated with the change. I’d done it. And without a charm to boost the spell!

Then my stomach heaved again, and I fell to my knees. It felt like my veins no longer carried blood but acid. Pain whipped through my muscles, torqueing them.

Bile burned the back of my throat, but I swallowed hard. I could do this. Crawling forward on my hands and knees, I reached a fur-covered hand to the nearest coyote box. I traced it as I’d seen Caine do his. Instead of a green glow along the edge, a yellowish one lit up behind the box. What the hell? Was it supposed to be that color? Like each box of animals had their own special color? Damn! Why hadn’t I asked more questions about how these things worked? But I hadn’t wanted to raise suspicion.

I traced the line again but the yellow didn’t change, nor did the box open. No, no, no. I rose up higher, wincing as my middle felt like I had ripped myself open and traced another panel. Still the same damn light as before. Two more boxes I changed the pattern and ran my hand across in the opposite way as before in case I’d done traced the lines wrong. The fur on my arm receded. My body was returning to normal. I had to try again. One last box I touched but the glow around the panels darkened and turned crimson. Shit, shit, shit.


An alarm blared overhead. All around me lights flashed in a strobe-like pattern.

“What did you do?” Caine shouted, tearing around the corner a split second later.

“Me?” My voice squeaked out and I covered my ears from the blaring. “It’s part of my heritage, damn it. I want to know about my father.”
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Chapter 6











“F
 uck!” Jerry dropped the three bottles of water in the safety deposit room. They rolled across the floor to the far wall. “What did you do?”

“Me?” Caine shook his head. “Our little witch decided to go exploring in other shifter’s vaults.”

I gritted my teeth as the alarm overhead blared even louder. “It’s my heritage! I deserve to know about my father—about the other half of who I am.”

Jerry glanced over at the crimson light flashing along the coyote drawers. “Looks like whatever you tried didn’t work.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

The alarm stopped and receptionist stood in the doorway with her arms crossed. “Come with me.”

“It was an accident.” Jerry gave her his most charming smile.

Unfazed, she spun on her heel and walked down the hallway. “Come with me. The president will need to speak with you and determine your punishment.”

I swallowed hard against the lump pressing in my throat, but it didn’t budge. Still, my anger flared. How dare they deny me access. Sure I wasn’t a full-blooded shifter, but that didn’t mean I deserved any less than the rest of them. Their prejudice was intolerable. Witches didn’t act like this. Longing pain hit my chest. Even if a person had one drop of witch blood, they were welcome to join a coven. Welcome to study magic if they chose.

Shifters? Nope, you had to have enough ancestry to at least transform into an animal or you weren’t worthy of their status. Why hadn’t my dad left more information about himself? His two-line note that he was a coyote shifter, my mom dying and for my aunt to please take care of me. Give him the Father of the Year award. I had every right to look at those files.

Caine, Jerry, and I followed the lady down a long hallway to that black, box elevator again. This time we went to the top floor and she had to use her badge and a key code to get inside.

After several more turns down hallways with closed doors, she led us into a conference room with windows lined along one-side. The sun dipped low in the horizon. It was already evening? I hadn’t realized how much time we’d spent in the archives.

“Have a seat, he’ll be with you soon.” Then she closed the door and left.

Jerry plopped into a chair while Caine sat on the edge of the table. Both looked uncomfortable as hell, but I’m sure I looked worse. I paced back and forth debating how the hell to talk my way out of this. But my emotions kept coming back to how unfair it was that I’d been on the outside of the shifter community my whole life. How even my dad hadn’t wanted me. Now I had four different shifter lovers, was the thirteen zodiacs to bind all their kind together, and yet I knew squat about my dad or any of their customs really.

“You’re not doing yourself any good with wearing out the carpet.” Caine patted the cushion next to him. “Have a seat. We’ll explain what happened and should get by with a hand slap.”

“Easy for you to say.” I clenched my fists at my sides. “Both of you were allowed to come and look at your ancestry any time you wanted. While I’ve never gotten within a foot of those vaults. I deserve to know about my dad and this side of my family as much as you do.”

“Karen,” Jerry’s chair squeaked when he leaned back, “you’re taking this way too personal.”

“Then explain to me how I’m supposed to take it?” I forced down the tangled ball of emotions rising from my chest into my throat. “All my life I’ve wanted to know about my coyote side and was never allowed. What would you have done if you were in my place?”

“Done the same damn thing.”

I nodded.

Caine huffed. “It’s not that easy. There are protocols and rules for a reason. Other shifters aren’t allowed in here.”

“Yeah, what’s up with that anyway?”

“Lineage. Privilege.” Jerry shrugged. “Most shifter lines have a handful of approved members in their clan who can access the vaults. They review the information and relay back what they deem important.”

“And why do they get to choose?” I kicked a chair out of my pacing path and it bumped into the table. “Don’t you see how unfair this shit is?”

“I never said I agree with the limited access.” Caine adjusted his sunglasses when the light from the window brightened. “But I do believe in following the rules when necessary.”

“You mean when it suits you.” I uncurled my fists. As a dragon shifter, he was top of the food chain so to speak. There probably was little he wasn’t used to getting if he wanted it bad enough.

A knock sounded on the door and I spun, ready to list my grievances when a white-haired guy strode in. Power exuded from him in waves that crashed against me. I stumbled back a step.

“Gentlemen, madam.” He inclined his head at each of us. Even though his hair was white, his face was young-looking. Maybe a year or two older than me. He wore a faded T-shirt and ripped jeans yet I’d have picked him out of a crowd as an important guy just from his presence alone. He had magic. I felt it as soon as he walked into the room. But he was a shifter, what kind I had no idea, but how was he the president when they didn’t allow half-breeds?

“You’ve violated the oaths put in place by our forefathers.” He set several folders down and sat at the head of the table.

I recovered from my shock, shaking my head. “They didn’t do anything, it was me.”

“And you accept your punishment for the crime of tampering with the sacred archives?” He quirked an eyebrow at me.

“No, she doesn’t.” Caine started forward but I laid a hand on his shoulder.

“All I wanted to do was find out about my father. He was a full-blooded coyote shifter and all I know about him is that much and his name.” I cleared my throat. “Please. Don’t harm Caine or Jerry for my misdeeds.”

“Would you do it again if given the chance? Break through our security?” He leaned back in the chair, steepling his fingers in front of his lips.

Righteous anger bloomed in my chest. “Yes.”

“Karen!” Jerry growled.

“Well, I would.” I lifted my chin and turned back to the president. “What would you do if you were in my place? Accept that you’d never learn about the other half of yourself?”

A shift of something behind his eyes confused me. Did he feel the same as me? Impossible. He was the president of this place where pedigree and lineage probably was read aloud from ivory tablets written in gold.

He tensed. “We have laws in place for a reason. To protect the privacy of our race and our people.”

I ground my teeth in frustration and threw up my hands. “You people are impossible. I used to envy you all, but now I think you are a bunch of pompous asses with sticks so far up your asses you can’t sit right.”

My insult was rewarded with a smirk that was quickly smoothed into a frown.

“Nevertheless, there are rules for a reason and we must abide by them including dishing out punishment for those who break them.”

I forced down the shiver that trailed up my spine like an icy finger. Horror stories of what was done to those trespassing on the vault’s sacred ground were legendary. From cutting off a hand or ears to eternal servitude. “Right. What’s my penance?”

“This isn’t something to take lightly.” Caine stood. “You’re the—”

“Stop,” I interrupted him. If they were going to punish me as a half-blood coyote shifter then so be it. No way would I try to plead for mercy based on the fact I was some legendary thirteenth zodiac sign to merge and hold all the other shifters in place. Build my court of twelve consorts. Hell, I had enough trouble with just four of them. As could attest to my burning tattoos on my back.


Fuck!
 We hadn’t even discovered why they were there or how to get rid of them. Well, not erase them. I kind of liked the markings but not the scorching heat they came with.

“I want it on record that I, Karen Marie Martin, half-Coyote and half-witch was penalized for trying to find out about her father and his side of the family.” I lifted my chin.

The president met my gaze. Whatever kind of shifter he was, it was a predator by the way he didn’t blink. “Price of your transgressions is a pound of flesh.”

My body jerked. I couldn’t help it. And I seriously doubted the weight could be the bit of fat I always carried in my butt and thighs no matter how much I dieted and worked out.

I squared my shoulders. “Anything else?”

“Since you’re half a shifter and have a close relationship with both a distinguished bear and dragon breed that will be all.” The president nodded to Caine.

“We thank you for your generous offer.” Caine moved forward and took my hand. “I will make an anonymous donation to the library’s funds.”

“Of course.” The president stood, gathering up the folders. “You know the way out.”

“Yes,” Caine nodded and Jerry took up a stance on my other side.

“Wait. What about my pound of flesh I owe?” I hated owing anyone anything especially not knowing when or how they’d collect payment.

The president gave me a smile that I wasn’t sure was supposed to be like the big bad wolf about to take a bite out of a tasty rabbit or if it was intended to be sexy. “I’ll come to collect your payment in three nights.”
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Chapter 7











“W
 hy not do the beating now?” I leaned across the table toward the president. “Afraid to get your pristine marble table bloody?”

Caine and Jerry tensed beside me, but I didn’t care. How dare this guy dish out discipline then increase my torture by making me wait.

“Think what you want.” He narrowed his gaze. “But we are different from how your witch relatives have painted us. Nothing is done without reason. Now leave with your men before I change my mind and take the flesh from the backs of both of them in addition to yours.”

“Come on, Karen.” Jerry brushed a hand down my arm but I jerked from his touch.

“No, I think my aunt was exactly right about you and your kind,” I spat.

Caine clasped my elbow and I let him lead me outside the conference room. My anger seething so much I wondered why I wasn’t blowing steam out my ears.

“This was a mistake.” I marched down the hallway with Caine beside me and Jerry behind. “I knew it was too good to expect answers from a place that has never done anything to help me.”

“Listen, Karen,” Caine paused turning me toward him. “They let you in here and you negated on their rules… their trust.”

He was right. “Sorry. I-I wasn’t thinking.” I crossed my arms at the thought of me jeopardizing Caine and Jerry’s ability to come here ever again because of my actions sunk like boulders into my gut.

“Let’s get out of here, then we can come up with another plan to figure out why you have the markings burned into your skin.” Caine walked forward and I followed his lead. “One of the elders might be able to tell us or come here and do the research for us.”

“No.” I shook my head. Besides my four men, I didn’t want to put my hopes into any more shifters. “I’ve got a better person to ask. Someone I should’ve gone to when this first started… my aunt.”

“But she’s a witch.” Jerry pushed the button on the elevator.

It dinged open with no problem. Guess it was easier to get out of this place than in. Figures.

“No offense, Karen, but your aunt won’t know about shifter history any more than you do.” Caine stepped into the elevator after me and clasped my hand in his.

“You don’t know my aunt very well. Besides, she might have some idea since I’m pretty sure these tattoos on my back were mixed with magic somehow.” I kept ahold of Caine’s hand, but grabbed Jerry’s with my other. Just having the two of them with me filled me with hope and warmth. We’d get the answers together.






* * *




Exhaustion pulled at me.
 We didn’t call Leo and Gregg but just took a cab back to Caine’s mountain, then I used a bubble protection charm to keep us safe from any vengeful witches. Safely home, the three of us crawled into bed. Leo and Gregg returned a short time later. Their voices echoing along with the X-Box game they played. Dozens of questions plagued me but I pushed them aside. I couldn’t think anymore.

The next morning, we drove to Aunt Jess’ house, both Caine and Jerry looked too big for the couch they sat on. While Gregg and Leo took up the two recliners. None of my men released a fraction either, with their rigid spines and constant glances to the hanging wall clock.

“Karen!” Aunt Jess swept into the living room and engulfed me in a hug even though I was three inches taller than her.

“Hi, Aunt Jess.” I hugged her back, inhaling her familiar scent of rosemary and oranges. “Sorry I took so long to come see you.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m just glad you're safe.” She opened her junk drawer of magical items she stuffed in the coffee table and pulled out several shiny silver charms. “I’ve made these for you while you were gone.”

A pair of silver wings, a circle, and an eye.

“Happen to have another four-leaf clover charm laying around?” I bit my lip.

“And where is yours that I gave you?”

“There was a car accident—”

She held up her hand. “Don’t tell me. It’ll just give me nightmares and worry about you.”

“I’ll pay you for the charm.” I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I had to use it.”

“That’s what it’s for.” She frowned, pushing up from the table. “But with four shifters… you really needed that special charm just in case.” She moved to the cabinet and after pulling down several potion bottles, pulled out a silver charm then handed it to me.

“H-how?” She had one stashed away? Was I taking something special from her?

“It was your grandmother’s. She made me promise not to use unless absolutely necessary.” She patted my hand. “I’ve never needed it, but I know she’d want you to have it.”

Tears clogged my throat as I clipped it on my charm bracelet. “Thank you. Did she have to have talismans to focus her magic too?”

“Yes.” She leaned back, her gaze studying me. “When she was a young witch.”

Right. Many witches had to use focal points like me until they came fully into their power. Which I’d never overcome because of my half-breed status.

“What do these do?” I fingered the remaining charms on the table, the magic tingling along my fingertip. My magic had to have a focus or it either went wild and dangerous or fizzled out. The joys of being a half-witch.

“Wings for flight, of course.” Her lips curved into a smile. “The circle and eye are for protection or you can tweak them to fit your needs.”

“Two protection charms?” My guilt of not coming and seeing her sooner hit me. “So you were really worried about me.”

“Tell me everything.” She shot a look at Caine on the couch, lowering her voice. “And don’t worry about any repercussions from the dragon. He might be powerful but I’ve researched tons of dragon maiming spells since you first told me about him.”

“No, he’s fine.” I swallowed. This was part of the conversation that I’d dreaded. “He’s with me as is Jerry… and two other shifters.”

Her body went rigid, her face pale. “F-Four shifters? What exactly have you gotten yourself into, Karen Marie?”

“Um, can we go in the kitchen?” Even though Jerry and Caine would be able to hear me from anywhere in the house, I didn’t relish the idea of seeing their smirks while I blushed, telling my aunt that I not only had a shifter lover but that I had four of them. Or that before the end of the year, I’d have to have eight more.

“Sure.” She trailed after me then whispered a dampening spell. The magic formed a bluish-gray bubble around the kitchen. “I’m sure your dragon will still be able to make out pieces of our conversation but gives me a bit of peace of mind.”

I nodded, leaning against the kitchen counter. Where to start? I bit my lip debating on how much to tell her. Didn’t really want to go into the sexy details that much.

Instead of pestering me, she put a kettle on the stove. Then took out two coffee cups filling them with an herbal tea bag. When I still didn’t talk, she faced me, her brow furrowed in concern.

“Are you in trouble, Karen?”

Was I ever. “No…Yes. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” I sunk onto one of the bar stools. “I’ve bonded with these shifters…and two others.”

She hissed in a breath, but didn’t say anything.

“That shifter meeting I’d been summoned to was not to break a spell for them.” I picked at a silver flake in the black granite countertop. “They say I’m some Ophiuchus zodiac sign—the thirteenth one.”

The tea kettle whistled, and I jumped. Jess poured the boiling hot water into the cups, then added a spoonful of honey. She let the tea seep while she took out cream from the fridge.

“Why do I get the feeling that you’ve only told me the tip of the iceberg?” She offered me a soft smile. “You’re my niece, Karen. I’ve raised you since you were a baby and think of you more like my own child. There is nothing you could tell me that would make me love you less.”

I let out a breath, rolling my shoulders back. My nerves still twisting my stomach into knots despite her reassurance. “Somehow I’ve got to hold together the other twelve shifter zodiac signs.”

She quirked an eyebrow at me. “Meaning?”

Goddess, she wasn’t going to let me slip my love life past her. “I—uh—I’ve got to have twelve consorts in my court.”

“Twelve?” Her voice rose an octave.

“I’m lost, Aunt Jess.” I wrapped my arms around my middle. “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing and I worry that I’m going to seriously mess everything up. Worse, I went to the shifter vaults. And I almost got into the files about the coyotes. I’d hoped to find out about my father.”

“Did you uncover anything?” She removed the tea bags then poured in the cream.

“No.” I hunched down. “Damn alarms went off before I could even get one open. Tomorrow night I’ve got to pay a pound of flesh for breaking their silly rules.”

She handed me one of the cups of tea. “They let you in to research about your father then kicked you out and punished you for getting into the files? Am I missing something here?”

“Well, they didn’t give me clearance for the Coyote ones only the dragon archives.” I took a sip of the tea that warmed me down to my belly. “I kinda took advantage of the situation and tried to peek into the files.”

“And why did you need into the dragon archives? Doesn’t your dragon shifter in there know about his own kind?”

“Yes, but not about this.” I gulped down more of the tea. “Something happened this morning that none of my current four guys know anything about. I’m hoping maybe you do.”

She blinked rapidly when I said the words four guys, but didn’t make any comment. Who knew my aunt could be hip to my crazy world? I smiled at the thought of us all having Thanksgiving dinner together.

“What do you mean?” she asked, she sipped her tea.

“It’s easier if I just show you.” I stood, turned my back to her, and lifted up my shirt.

An explosive crash of glass shattering reverberated through the room. I spun around, my heart in my throat. Jess stood staring ahead like she was frozen. Her eyes wide and all the color had drained from her face.


Fuck my life.
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Chapter 8











“A
 unt Jess?” My voice came out as a croak as I lowered my shirt down over the seared tattoos on my back. I ran to her, touching her arm, which was cold to the touch. What the fuck?


“I-I’m okay,” she said shakily. “Just a touch shocked.”

I led her to the table and she sat down heavily. “They just appeared while I was sleeping. Any ideas?”

When she licked her lips and nodded, I sat next to her, holding her hands in mine. “Rumors say that when a shifter queen is chosen, those who are marked by her will also mark her in turn.”

“Okay.” That made sense except it didn’t explain her worried reaction. “But why? Does it have any significance?”

“You’ve got to break-up with these men.” She met my stare with her blue eyes turning as hard as ice chips. “Tell them you’ve made a mistake.”

“I can’t do that.” Even thinking about it made my chest hurt and a shiver crawl up my spine and spread out across my skull.

“Sure you can.” She bristled, pulling her hands from mine. “Tell them your witch side is turning on you because of them. You said yourself that your shifters have no idea about the markings. Let that be the reason that you cannot be with them. Any of them.”

Something wasn’t adding up. If this was all there was to these burned tattoos on my back then her eyes wouldn’t be pinching at the corners or her hands trembling.

“What are you not telling me?” I leaned back.

She twisted her hands in her lap and I covered them with mine. After a few seconds, she let out a shaky breath. “It’s a death spell.”

My heart plummeted into my feet. I felt like I was going to faint, but shook my head, holding onto the present. “How do you know this?”

“I-I’ve seen it once before. It’s powerful. Can’t be broken no matter what.”

I eased back watching my aunt who had always been the picture of bravery to me, shudder. “No spell is unbreakable.”

“This one is.” She stared up at me. “It means that one of your shifters…one etched on your back…will betray you. Will kill you.”

“That won’t happen. It can’t.” I stood and paced between the kitchen table and counter. “There has to be a way to reverse the spell. Wait. You said you’ve seen this before—do you know who is capable of performing such a bewitchment?”

She let out a long, shaky sigh. “No. It’s dark magic that any witch who practices would be wary of.”

“Can you ask around? Someone might have an idea of who would have the balls to do something like this. And why? Who would want me dead?” I was going to have to tell the guys what Aunt Jess told me. They would totally freak, but I owed it to them to let them know what I’d found out.

And no magic was completely irreversible. I held onto that hope. Even if the spell caster had to die to break the enchantment, it could be done. My stomach churned at the idea of killing anyone, but I wasn’t willing to die. Not yet. I’d just found four knights in shiny armor who made me happy and I wasn’t going to surrender my life just because some evil sorcerous wanted me dead.

Which circled my thoughts back around to why. I wasn’t anyone. I was a half-witch and half-coyote shifter. Barely accepted by either group until… until the council meeting when they told me about being the thirteenth zodiac sign. Could that be the reason I had been targeted?

I would need to talk to my men. Figure out who benefited from my death. Was there another contender in the wings waiting for me to get out of their way?

“Let me help clean up the mess,” I said to Jess and grabbed the broom.

Jess pulled out the dustpan and in no time we had the shattered teacup swept. “What will you do now, Karen?”

“Talk to the guys. I think they might know who would take my place if I did die.” Would that mean that the next person would inherit my men too? Fury flashed beneath my skin. Another reason I wanted to fight for life. I would want Caine, Jerry, Gregg and Leo to be happy but not with my murder. Shit!
 Just thinking about dying made a mix of nausea and anger swirl in my gut.

My aunt pulled me into a hug. “Please be careful, Karen.”

I hugged her back. “You know I will.”

When we stepped back, I noticed several emotions chase each other across her face: fear, pain, and a haunting look that pinched the corners of her eyes. An eerie sensation fluttered in my chest. There was something she hadn’t told me. It hung in the air between us like a thick, heavy fog.

“What is it you’re not telling me?” I asked softly. “Do you know a way to break this spell? Something that might be too dangerous and that’s why you’re hesitant to tell me? Please. If there is anything that can be done…”

She looked away briefly, then squared her shoulders and shook her head. “Nothing can be done to reverse this spell. Not even the death of the caster.”

Shock radiated through me. Death of a witch was a serious offense and if found guilty, would be killed twice as gruesome as whatever spell had been used. But in all cases, whatever spell the victim had done was null and void with the death.

“H-How do you know that?” She couldn’t unless she’d tried to break it before.

“I see you’ve figured it out.” Her mouth pulled to a thin line. “So you know that I did everything in my power to stop it the first time, but failed. I’ll give you new charms to delay the magic as long as I can, but the only real chance you have is to get rid of those guys. Cut them loose. Tell them you don’t want them around you anymore.” She tossed her hands up. “Say whatever you want, but don’t let them know you still care or love them.”

Could I do that to save myself? My soul ached from the thought. How could I live without them? Loving them but never be able to be around them or talk to them again? It would be like I did really die but on the inside.

“I can’t.” But I was still missing something that she hadn’t told me. I sensed it left unsaid between us and my stomach tightened. “Who had these markings before me?”

Pain and sorrow filled her eyes. Something in my heart tugged hard.

“The other person who had this and I couldn’t save was your mother.”
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Chapter 9











“N
 o, that’s not true.” I stumbled back. “My mom died giving birth to me, not because of some death spell.”

“I tried everything I could think of to save her.” Jess wrung her hands in her lap not looking at me. “We even had three covens working to break the magic, but nothing worked. All we could do was stall it. After you were born, the spell amplified. Morphed into something even stronger. She died a day later.”

“Why didn’t you say anything before now?” I crossed my arms over my stomach feeling sick. All my life I’d been told that Mom died in childbirth. That my dad had dropped me off here in a basket with a short note. “D-Did my dad know? Was he trying to help her?”

Tears fell down her face. “Yes.” The word came out a sob.

“What happened?”

Jess took a shuddering breath. “He left you with me. Went after who he thought had done this and I never saw him again.”

“Fuck! Did you call the authorities? The shifter council or someone?” I paced in her kitchen. My father might not have been the heartless monster I’d always thought he was. The ever-present hole in my heart of never knowing my father deepened. “Why didn’t you tell me this?”

“And what would you have done, Karen? Hmmm?”

“I’d have searched for him. Banged on every door, chased down every lead.”

“Putting yourself in danger in the process.” Jess stood, her shoulders pushed back. “I made a vow to your dying mother, my sister and your father that I would protect you. Even if that meant from yourself. Had I known that you’d hook up with shifters and have the same horrible curse that killed your mother, maybe I’d have done differently. But I can’t change the past. All we can do is move forward.”

I loved my aunt, but right now, I couldn’t be in the same room with her. She’d lied to me and I felt closed in. Like I couldn’t draw in enough air into my lungs.

“Thanks for giving me the truth. Finally.” I nodded. “I’ve gotta go.”

“Karen—”

But I didn’t stop. The magic bubble that kept our conversation from being overheard by my shifters popped as I crossed the threshold.

“Everything okay?” Leo asked.

“No. Let’s go home.” I wanted to be with my men where we didn’t keep secrets, but loved each other enough to tell the truth no matter how painful.

“I take it you’d like to fly there?” Caine stood and stretched.

Gregg opened the front door for me while Jerry set aside a cooking magazine.

“I wish. Let’s go get in the van. I need to tell you about the shit my life has turned out to be.”






* * *




The whole ride home,
 I couldn’t speak. My insides twisted as I tried to gather my thoughts. The guys picked up sushi for lunch and I sat cross-legged on the couch in Caine’s mansion. My food untouched. Caine reclined on my right while Jerry took up the far left on the arm of the couch. Gregg was on my immediate left while Leo lounged on the floor with an arm draped across my thighs.

“Did you find out about the marks?” Gregg asked interlacing his hands with mine. His dark fingers looking like they shone next to my pale skin.

“Yes, and it’s not good news.” I let out a breath, trying to figure out how to tell them. “They’re a warning that someone has unleashed a death spell on me.”

Caine tensed.

“Then we just break it.” Gregg shifted on the couch next to me, his shoulder brushing mine.

If we weren’t discussing death, I’d be kissing each of them. My libido had skyrocketed since I was named the thirteenth zodiac, but these four had helped me keep my sanity. But we hadn’t had sex since last night and the familiar horny itch was beginning to grow. I stomped down the thought of stripping and having my men take me to ecstasy. What good would a mind-blowing climax do now when I could die any second?

Then again.

No. There was more dangerous stuff than being too horny.

“What’s the plan, then?” Leo’s hand leisurely grazing up and down my leg and making me fidget.

“I-I don’t know.” I pushed up from the couch. The scent of their musk as they got aroused too was making my head swim. I paced back and forth between the couch where they all stayed watching me and the massive gas fireplace with its flickering flames. “You guys have any ideas?”

“Don’t know if it will help, but I can visit my aunt. She was a witchdoctor for many years until she retired.”

“Good. Thank you.” I nodded and turned to my dragon. “Caine? Do you have any relatives who might know some magic to break a spell like this?”

“None that I would risk speaking with.” He rubbed the top of his lip over his mustache, his frown deepening before he forced a smile. “But I will do so for you.”

I squeezed his hand in thanks.

Jerry let out a grumble. “I don’t have any relatives that are worth a damn in something like this. All us grizzly shifters do is eat and fight.”

“Stay and protect Karen, then.” Caine stood. “I need to leave if I want to make it to the ice dragons’ lair before nightfall.”

“Now?” My voice rose. “You’ve got to go right this second?” I didn’t want him to go. Him leaving meant that I was in over my head with this curse. The truth was, with him leaving, it made it all the more real.

Caine stopped before me. The first of my lovers and my dragon shifter. He clasped my hand, pulling it to his chest. “You have my heart. I will return as soon as I’m able.”

His lips brushed mine in a kiss the stoked the fire inside me, but chaste enough to let me know more was promised. Then he stepped back and dropped my hand.

“Mind giving me a ride on the way to New York?” Gregg pulled me around into a hug. His warmth enveloped me. And he kissed me too but long and hard until I swayed on my feet.

Caine growled.

“Watch yourself, dragon.” Gregg winked at me. “You know that King Kong
 always won against the lizards and such.”

“Are you calling me Godzilla
 ? Cause that creature is a lumbering buffoon who doesn’t have wings or the ability to fly. He is no dragon.”

“Both of you be careful,” I said and wrapped my arms around my middle. Even though I was the one with a bull’s eye etched into my back, I didn’t want anything to happen to them.

Caine pushed open the doors to the balcony and stepped outside to transform.

“Hey, you okay?” Jerry asked. “Want something to eat? I can whip up whatever you like.”

“Lasagna?” I had a hankering for some cheesy Italian with his special spicy meat sauce.

He frowned but then his face brightened. “Sure. I’ll just run to the store and grab the noodles. We’re almost out of milk too.”

“Thanks.” I gave him a smile.

“Will you be okay here with Leo, by yourself?” he asked.

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t worry.”

Outside, Caine was now fully transformed on the balcony. Emerald scales lined his body. Spikes covered his tail and his head. He was magnificent. After a nod, he hunched down so Gregg could mount on his back. With a huge flap of their wings, they rose into the sky.

“Be safe,” I whispered, watching them until they were only specs against the sky.

I left the balcony doors opened. A touch of snow covered the mountains around us, but I welcomed the cool breeze on my back. The markings still burned like a really bad sunburn.

Jerry kissed my cheek then left in the van to drive down to the store. It was only my lion shifter and me now.

“So the vaults were a bust?” Leo asked. “I’d have thought they’d have had something useful in them.”

“We were kinda kicked out early.” I grabbed a deck of cards and started dealing them out between us. “Care for a game?”

His golden eyes lit up. “Yes, but I was hoping for one with no clothes on.”

I laughed but a blush heated my cheeks. “Maybe… if you win.”

“Then we’re playing poker.” He frowned down at his cards. “Or maybe Black Jack, that would be faster.”

“Are you trying to get me to have sex with you now?” Heat coiled in my belly at the thought. Of my four lovers, Leo was the youngest. Twenty. Golden hair and body. Sexy and sleek.

“And what would you do if I was?” He sorted his cards in his hand, glazing over them at me.

“I might forfeit the game.” I laid my cards out on the table.

He waggled his golden eyebrows. “You can always raise me with a kiss.”

I laughed. Okay. I leaned over the table enjoying his pupils dilating and kissed him. I darted my tongue in and out of his mouth. But if we wanted to finish the game, I needed to stop. I didn’t want to and pulled back, breathless, laying my cards down before here. “There, I have a flush.”

“Very good, but I’ve got a full house.” He winked. “So I’m the winner and claim you as my prize.”

My belly tightened in anticipation and I licked my parted lips. In response, he let out a lion’s growl that excited me even further. He stalked around the table toward me. Stalking me. My pulse speeding up so hard and fast I gasped for breath.

When I stood, he loomed over me, pushing me against the table.

“God, you smell divine. Take off your clothes.”

“What about you?” I asked, lifting my chin. Too many clothes between us and I wanted him now. Naked and him inside me.

“I’m the winner this time.” He stepped back and I missed his warmth.

My hunger for him increased. I wanted him so bad. The ache of being in heat settled in my gut. My breasts felt heavy as I disrobed for him. My clothes falling at my feet and I kicked them aside.

“Lean across the table, on your stomach, and open your legs for me.”

My body trembling, I did as he asked. I liked this side of him, taking control. His dominance turned me on. He licked his way up the back of my legs and I shivered from his caress. A wave of heat rolled over me. I arched back to see him but he eased his hand on my back.

“I’m in charge, remember?”

I whimpered but nodded, already hot for him. A soft growl rumbled deep in his chest. His teeth nibbled, but not breaking the skin on the inside of my thighs. My need grew as I squirmed on the table wanting him inside me.

The dampness between my legs became hotter. Leo spread my ass firmly with his hands. He gave little flicks with his tongue across my sex. My libido blazed. I mewled as he licked deeper into my folds.

When he added his fingers: one grazing my sex and the other circling in my ass, I couldn’t stop from moving my hips back toward him. Desire screamed through me.

His lion purr made me shudder.

“God, Leo!” I couldn’t stop. Didn’t want to. The blaze inside me burned so fucking hot I was going to explode.

He thrust his tongue in deeper along with two of his fingers. I writhed on the table, undulating my hips. My breath coming out in pants. My whole body grew hot. Tensing. I stilled. Before I could say anything, my orgasm crashed out of me. I buried my sex onto Leo’s face. My body trembled from the release.

For a moment, Leo stilled, letting me slowly climb down the cliff he drove me to.

He gave me tiny kisses up my body until his erection pressed against my ass.

“You are so sexy when you come.” He massaged one of my breasts, his other hand brushing back and forth and up and down on my clit. “Especially when it’s me and me alone making you cum.”

“What,” I gasped out, losing my breath. “You don’t like to share with the others?”

“Oh, I do.” He rubbed his dick across my slick wetness. “But I love being like this too.”

I bucked backward, trying to get him inside me but he chuckled.

“I’m the winner, remember? You can have your pick of positions another time.” At his last word, he pushed into my heat.

I moaned. My body quivered in need. He pumped hard and fast and deep, filling me, stretching me. Was he bigger somehow? He grabbed my hair, gently yanking me back. I like this side of him. Dominate. King of the Jungle. His thrusts grew even harder and I gasped as the intensity sailed through me like I was flying through the air. My head swam in desire and lust and ecstasy. Another climax soared through me. The heat was in me frantic for release.

But my orgasm waited just beyond a barrier. I had to have more. Jerking back, I pushed against him and he pulled out of me. The loss almost made me cry out.

I spun in his arms and kissed him, tasting my sex on his lips but I didn’t care. “I want to see you. Just you.”

He growled in response, but his hands cupped my breasts, thumbs teased my nipples until they hardened. I arched my back wanting more. My lover… my lion.

His eyes were golden and hungry. Seeing the lust, desire, and passion in his gaze made my own heighten.

“Yes.” He slid into me slowly. “God you feel so good. It’s just you and me.” 

Every muscle in my body tightened. He pumped me harder and harder. I was swept away.

I grasped ahold of his shoulders as he plunged in deeper and harder into me again and again. We stared at each other as we moved together. Pleasure rippling through me. My body, my sex squeezed around him, drawing him in as much as I could.

“Leo!” I screamed as my orgasm rode me to the stars and back.
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I
 n the afterglow of our lovemaking, Leo carried me to the couch. All my bones felt as though they weighed a ton and yet I practically purred from my orgasm.

“Looks like you should get some sleep,” he said.

“You’re not tired?” I asked.

“Hell yes. But I wanted to make certain you were okay before I crashed.”

I stretched out on the couch and patted the cushion. “Yup, as long as I can snuggle with you.”

His smile warmed my heart. He climbed up next to me, his chest pressed up against my back. Soon his breathing was deep and even. I wished I could fall asleep that fast. I was tired but I kept wondering about those vaults with the coyote symbols on them. How I hadn’t been able to open them. That was something I forgot to mention to Aunt Jess. Would she be proud or horrified that I’d partially turned my arm into a coyote one.

But it hadn’t been enough to open the boxes. The magic must have registered either that I wasn’t a full-blooded coyote or had used magic to alter my form.

Or both.

I chewed on my lip. If that was the case, would it open if I brought a coyote shifter with me? Of course, I’d have to get back into the archives again, but I was banned. Unless I paid one to go in for me… how much money would that cost me? Caine was rich, sure, but I didn’t want to ask him for money. My bank account held minimal funds because I didn’t have a steady job. Just odds and ends involving magic and breaking curses for the shifters who tolerated me that long.

What if a coyote shifter was part of my harem? I mean, I had to have one based on the elder’s words when all this started. A zodiac from each house bound together with me, the thirteenth sign. I had to come up with eight more men anyway so why not add a coyote to the mix? Then I could work on getting him to go to the vaults for me. Maybe Caine could help him inside like he’d done me.

Then I could find out about my dad and his family. My family. All I knew about my dad was that he was a silver and gray coyote shifter and had fallen in love with my mom, a witch. His name was Jake Rodgers. Too common a name for me to find him online if he was even into that sort of thing. Some shifters lived off the grid.

I drifted off to sleep, when sometime later a tap on the window made me sit up. Was that a piece of ice hitting the glass or something? Sunrise was still an hour or so away, but someone or something was out there, watching me.

The hairs on my arm stood up and I scrambled off the couch. Leo was snoring softly. I wouldn’t wake him until I had to. No one was getting into Caine’s home easily with the protection he had around this place and if the bastard did manage to break through, then he had a pissed off witch to deal with as well.

I opened the silk curtains farther. Against the mountains in the horizon, a shadow moved, and my adrenaline spiked. I stepped forward. Whoever this was, they had balls. Caine would gobble them up. I raised my hands ready to strike out with my magic. My charm bracelet still had some talismans left to help me focus my power.

Another tap on the window and I frowned. Why not try to break in? Or knock on the door, for Christ’s sake? I squinted. Who was that? One of my men? I crept forward, keeping my hands ready to blast whoever it was with my magic.

The archive president? He brushed his white hair back then gave me a sly grin.


Holy fuck!
 What was he doing here? And why was he looking at me like—shit!
 I was naked. With a small scream, I dashed to the table where Leo and I had had sex and thrust on my jeans and yanked my T-shirt on over my head. Too late for a bra, he’d already seen me naked, and I wanted him gone ASAP.

I marched to the balcony and slid the glass door open. “What the hell do you want?”

“So many things, but I’ll settle for coming inside. It’s fucking cold out here.” He held a storage box in his arms. “May I?”

“Maybe I should let you freeze out there. Would serve you right for being a Peeping Tom.”

“Or you should realize that your dragon has so many barriers to get into this place I had to use the one easily reached.”

I waved a hand into the house. “Fine. Come in and hurry up with your business.”

As though I’d offered him homemade cookies and milk, he sauntered inside and set the box right next to my bra. “I like this look—you should wear it more often without the undergarment—you’d get your way a lot.”

Crossing my arms, I let out a huff. “Again, what do you want? What’s in the box?”

He sat in the chair and crossed his leg over the other. His blue eyes pinning me. I felt hot all over. Like he was imagining me naked again. My desire spiked.

“Wait,” I swallowed remembering our conversation at the archives and my upcoming punishment, “are you here to take your pound of flesh? I thought I had until tomorrow night.”

“You do. No, this is something different.” He nodded to the box. “A deal that if you agree, I’ll alter your chastisement.”

“How very gracious of you.” What did this guy want, really? I sat on the edge of the couch. All I would have to do was hit this guy with a spell and he’d be down for Leo to use as a chew toy if he wanted. Yet he didn’t seem nervous at all to be in a dragon’s lair or that a lion shifter slept three feet away from him. “What if I don’t take your bargain?”

“Then I will have to extract a painful amount of flesh from you. But as president, I have certain privileges that I can pass on to you if you agree.” He raised an eyebrow.

God, he was sexy in a powerful way. And I still couldn’t place what kind of shifter he was. Proud. Arrogant. He could be a dragon like Caine… no, my dragon would’ve eaten him if he sensed a rival at all.

“Okay, tell me the details and I’ll decide if it’s worth me not tossing you out on your ass.” I brushed a hand through my hair.

His eyes widened at the motion and I realized too late that it exposed my breasts. My nipples were hard, poking against the thin material of my shirt. Damn.
 I wasn’t going to back down so I casually clasped my hands and placed them on my knees.

“In this box is the first ten files of your father’s family.”

I jumped up. My heart racing. He had brought the vault info here? Why? The urge to race forward and rip open the box to see if he was telling the truth coursed through me.

“How do I know you’re telling me the truth?” I asked, keeping my voice steady. All my life I’d searched for my father and this shifter just has some files sitting right here within reach? Why?

“Because I too know what it’s like not to be informed of one’s full heritage.”

I crossed my arms. “Yet, you’re the president of the most prestigious records in the entire shifter world.”

His dark eyes softened, but he didn’t look away. “My grandmother was a witch.”

My gasp shot from my lips before I could stop it. “Then how…?” God, that was rude. I’d almost asked how a non-pureblood shifter could have a position like his.

He chuckled ruthfully. “My shifter family is very proud. They swept as much as they could under the rug. And what they couldn’t, they paid large sums of money to the society to forget. I worked my way up the company from cleaning toilets to my position now.”

A self-starter. I liked that. “So why bring me this stuff about my dad and his coyote tribe? Wouldn’t that get you fired?”

“It may.” He nodded, but his eyes narrowed like he was thinking of anything other than files. Like he was picturing me naked again and my body heated. “But there is something I want more.”

“Oh?” My voice came out husky. I swore if Leo and I hadn’t had sex like twenty minutes ago, I’d be jumping this shifter’s bones right now the way he stared at me.

“Yes.” He licked his lips and my knees nearly buckled. “I want to be part of your court.”

I jerked. “Excuse me?” That was the last thing I’d expected him to say. Sex. Bribes. Sure, but a long-term relationship with me?

“You’re surprised?”

“Well, yeah. I mean I don’t know anything about you or even your name.”

“Benjamin, but you can call me Ben.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, then looked at him. “You can’t be serious. I don’t just take on men… strangers.”

“You did with your current four.”

“That’s none of your business, but that’s not true.” I scowled. Not entirely. I’d spent hours with Caine on the run from dozens of shifters that had wanted to fuck me because I was in heat.

He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’m attracted to you and I think you are to me as well. We can help each other.”

Sounded like more than a scam. “How so?”

“It’s true that I’m risking my position by bringing you these files, but if you accept me into your court at whatever capacity you like even just as friends.”

His gaze lingered on me a little too long. Did I have a crease on my face from sleeping on the couch with Leo? My blood heated wanting to know what he was thinking and if it matched my own about kissing him.

“If you agree, then I assure my position at the vaults.”

“How does being with me do that?” I moved closer, wanting to rip open the box and find out about my dad. Surely I was getting the better end of the deal if he was telling me the truth.

“You’re the thirteenth sign… the new Ophiuchus… the serpent barrier.”

“And that helps you because—?”

“Because I know about the marks on your back and who cursed you to die by the hands of one of your shifters.”
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Chapter 11











“W
 ho put the death spell on me?” I tensed, glancing over my shoulder at Leo. There hadn’t been time to discuss the entire conversation I had with Aunt Jess and I still wasn’t certain I wanted to share the part about one of them killing me.

“With me in your group, I can help protect you. The spell is only locked onto the four you have now.” Ben clenched and unclenched his fists as though he grew nervous.

Which were dragon, bear, lion, and gorilla shifters. All dangerous creatures that could snap or bite him into pieces if they wanted.

“So, are you another dragon shifter then?” That was the only creature I could think of that might give Caine pause if he turned feral on me. I’d be safer without my men, but I wasn’t going to give any of them up.

He shook his head. “No. I’m an eagle.”

“So how can you help me against a dragon or any of my men if they attack me?”

“Try me, I may surprise you.” He stood.

“Wait, you’re leaving?”

“Missing me already?” He winked. I balked but he continued, “I’ll leave the box here as a goodwill offering. Think of it as a courting gift.”

“Are we in the dark ages?” Still, my heart was leaping in my chest at his gesture and I couldn’t wait to peek inside.

“I couldn’t bring all the files, but that should whet your appetite for more.” He sauntered toward me, but I held my ground. Wasn’t going to let him see me cower. I’d faced harder trials than him and would do so again.

When he was a breath away from me, he waited until I looked up at him. His eyes were bright and sharp. Like he could see straight through me. He leaned down, brushing his lips so softly against mine, akin to a feather instead of his mouth. The sensation made my knees buckle. He slid his arm around my waist, pressing my body to his.

I shoved away from him. “You’ve got a lot of balls, man, to come in here and bribe me to get into my group, then steal a kiss?”

Behind me, Leo groaned in his sleep.

Ben’s eyes flicked behind me to the couch, then back. “Sorry. I-I thought you felt what I did. My apologies.”

Unable to resist tasting him more, I slid my hands up his chest. His muscles were chiseled underneath his business shirt. And he did risk his job for me. Romantic even if he was a bit arrogant.

I darted my tongue between his lips, encouraging him to kiss me more. He pressed me to him and deepened our kiss. His tongue swept into my mouth, mingled with mine. He tasted of wildness and open sky.

I melted against him. Sinking into his kiss as though we were old lovers only finding each other again after too many years apart. His animal… his magic… the man made my own body and soul sing. Like every part of me matched with him.

Was this a spell he bewitched me with? I couldn’t think straight as his lips moved over mine and he sucked my tongue into his mouth.

I grasped his shoulders harder to keep from falling. Tingles spread along my body and pooled in my belly. When he pulled back, we were both panting. Lust and desire swirling in his bright eyes.

“So I take it that’s a yes?” Ben tilted his head to the side.

“Sorry?” My mind still on my tingling lips and that he hadn’t let go of me yet. Then his proposal came slamming up against the front of my memories. “Right. You want to be part of my court. I need to discuss it with my men first.”

That was the only thing I could come up with cause he had left my brain scrambled after that kiss. But it wasn’t fair to the other guys to just accept someone because he was a great kisser and brought me information on my dad. Which I needed to look at soon before I freaked out any more and imagined my dad was some international spy for a secret shifter organization. I shook my head at that radical idea.

“Don’t take too long.” He brushed his thumb along my jawline.

“Why? You got another offer?” I teased, but his expression suddenly closed up.

His smile went from easy and flirting to stoic and guarded. Even the corners of his eyes pinched.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Is there another—”

“You really don’t know?” He looked behind me to Leo slumbering on the couch. “I’d have thought the dragon would’ve told you by now. Especially with the marks on your back marking you for a death spell.”

I tossed my hands up, moving out of his arms. “Would someone tell me what the hell is going on? Why do I feel like everyone is in on some big secret but me?”

Ben held up his hands backing away. Behind me, Leo yawned, rubbing his eyes from his nap. I didn’t have time to deal with this. More than anything, I wanted to peek inside that box at what files Ben had brought me. And I didn’t want to have discuss with Leo what the president of the shifter vaults was doing in Caine’s mansion with us or the fact he wanted to join our posse.

“Look, thanks for bringing over the stuff.” I placed my hand on Ben’s shoulder. “And I’ll think about what you said, but for right now I think it’s best you leave so I can talk with the guys without them feeling pressured to say yes because you’re here.”

“Understood.” He moved my hand from his shoulder to his chest. “I vow to uphold whatever decision you take.”

I raised my eyebrows. “What about the other files?” Because I was willing to bet with my luck, there would be a ton more that I would want to figure out the entire history of my father and his family. My family.

Smoothly, he lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed the back of my hand. “We can discuss additional files later. Even if you tell me no in joining you, I won’t abandon your wants and needs.”

“What about my punishment?”

He sighed. “That was for show. They’ve cameras all over the vaults and in my office and conference rooms. But as soon as I saw you, I wanted to help you. Remember, I know what it’s like to be ostracized by part of your family. But I couldn’t tell you that then nor could I give you the files. I checked them out under the guise of needing to sort through them. Whatever you decide though, I just wanted to help you.”

“That’s very kind of you. Thank you.” Though I wondered what his true motives were. Back at the records, he hadn’t hinted at all that he wanted to help me, so what changed? “Let me have some time to process all of this and get back to you.”

“Fair enough. My contact information is in the box on top of the files.”

I really needed to check with the others first before thinking about accepting Ben’s offer. We had an awesome dynamic with just the five of us. How much would things change adding one more man? Hell, and really I needed to add eight. My stomach tightened with anticipation and anxiety.

“I’ll see myself out.” Ben strolled to the balcony and opened the window.

I grabbed his arm.

“Wait, you flew all this way?” Eagles had their nests on top of high mountains, but the weather was snow and ice outside. I didn’t feel right about leaving him to the elements. “Let me and Leo drive you back into town.”

“That’ll take too much time.” He raked a hand through his white hair. “And I’ve been gone too long as it is. My way is faster.”

He stepped out onto the balcony, and I waited inside. When he first arrived, I hadn’t seen him in his animal form. Now I was more than curious. I’d never seen an eagle in person before—only on TV and in the movies.

Feathers grew out of his flesh, covering him in brown feathers except for his head and tail. His face contorting into a giant bird’s. He was majestic. He squawked at me and spread his wings making me glad I was inside the house. He was huge. Bigger than a condor…were eagles supposed to be this size? He was almost the same stature as Caine in his dragon form.

I stared in awe as he flapped his wings, then soared off the balcony into the sky. Sure, I had a dragon. But this was a giant eagle who took my breath away from his noble animal to his soul-catching stares to his kisses.
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W
 ait. Ben hadn’t told me who had sent the death curse. I wrenched the sliding glass door open and dashed outside. A blast of freezing cold air hit me.

“Hey! Who put the spell on me?” I yelled. But it was too late. Ben was already gone too far and I doubted anyone would be able to hear me from this mountain top. Sometimes living in a dragon’s lair had its disadvantages.

“Who left the window open?” Leo grumbled behind me. When he noticed me standing out in the cold, he leaped off the couch and rushed outside. “Karen, are you all right? What is it?”

“Nothing.” I rubbed my arms, letting him lead me back inside. “Just Ben dropping off some archives I wanted.” I didn’t want to discuss what Ben had suggested until I was able to talk to all four of my men at the same time.

“The ones you guys were looking for?” Leo’s face brightened.

“Not exactly. Records from the coyote shifters—my dad and his people.” As much as I wanted to run my fingers through Leo’s hair, taste him, have him filling me again, I had to find out what was in that box.

“Your dad?” He stood and stretched. “I’ll help you sort through it.”

My throat pinched. While I’d love his help, I wanted to find out about my dad and the other coyote shifters in our pack on my own. “I need to do this on my own, but thanks for the offer.”

“No biggie. I understand.” He moved around the couch and kissed me on the cheek, unashamed at all of his nakedness. He caught me checking him out as he walked away and winked. “I’m gonna be in the shower. Holler if you need anything.”

“Don’t tempt me.” I laughed. “I’ve got to do work to do.”

In response, he rolled his hips like a male stripper and strutted off. All I could do was shake my head filing away the image of his dance for another time when I could enjoy it fully.

I pulled the box closer to me. Curiosity pumping through my veins as I flipped the lid off. A gold card lay inside with his full name: Benjamin Romans, President, along with his email and two phone numbers. I tucked the card in my back pocket and eased out the first manila folder.

My breaths lodging in my chest, and I opened the file. A picture of a dull gray coyote stared back at me. But this wasn’t my dad. Somehow I knew besides the fact that Aunt Jess had told me once when I begged and begged for weeks that his fur was a silver-gray.

I skimmed through the paperwork. The coyote shifter’s name was Chuck Rodgers. My dad’s cousin maybe? He was omega to his pack and had died from a hunter’s gunshot to the back of his head. No offspring. No surviving mate. The death picture showed the coyote with blood across bright green leaves. I shuddered, closing the folder and moving to the next one.

This portfolio showed a straggly gray coyote with black tipped ears. Another male. He was alpha to his pack. No relation to my dad, but there was a kindness in his photo that the first one didn’t have. He died during a blizzard up north. But this time, there was no photo on his death certificate. Just a note about him being frozen in the snow. This coyote had a mate and one surviving offspring. A girl. I moved on to the next one.

Tara O’Neil. Her silver eyes seemed to stare through me as I glanced at the photo of her in her animal form. Excitement beat in my chest like a kid with a new drum. I knew her. Somehow. How did I? I’d never seen this woman—coyote before. I closed my eyes, trying to concentrate on memories. Had she been in the woods near my aunt’s house? I didn’t think so. But she seemed familiar. I opened my eyes and scanned her file. Married Thomas Rodgers. Had three kids: one stillborn, one died before she reached age two. Third child: Jake Rodgers. My dad!

My breaths coming out in short gasps, I turned the page. Empty. Quickly, I opened the other folder but it was about some rare red coyote named Trevor Smith. No, no, no.

I flipped open the next record. This one about a half-coyote wolf mix who died during puberty.

Another folder was thick, but it was all about the tedious rules the coyote pack had given its members over the centuries.

There had to be some mistake. Where was the info about my dad? Why was my grandmother’s record nearly empty?

Had Ben done this on purpose? Given me a tantalizing clue about the shifter side of my family only to toss in a few mindless documents to drive me insane? Or make me beg for more?

I pushed the box aside but kept my grandmother’s file. My gaze re-reading the information. Maybe I’d overlooked something.

There. In tiny print under her photo was a name. Brice Photography. It was better than nothing. I check the other photos and sure enough, they had the same name under them. A flicker of joy lit in my chest. I’d talk to this company. Find out if they knew anything. If I was lucky, they’d have photos of my dad and his entire clan.

I opened my internet browser and typed in the name. Yes, they were local. Just a mile and half outside of town. I checked my watch but they were due to close in an hour.

Jerry had the van. Even if I had a vehicle, driving down a mountain would take me awhile. But I had another way to get off Caine’s lair and into town. I fingered the new charm I’d gotten from Aunt Jess. Silver wings. It wouldn’t be enough to carry Leo and me both. If I told him where I was going he’d make me wait so he could go with me. By the time Jerry got back from the store and if we left right away, the risk of the company closing would be too great. I had to do this now.

I scribbled a quick note for Leo and left it on the table. Then I went to the balcony, stepping outside. I inhaled sharply against the frigid air and yanked off the silver wing charm from my bracelet. The wind buffet against my clothes. I thought about going back inside for my jacket and shoes, but the chance of Leo coming out of the shower any second and stopping me was too great.

“Arevva Mometu!” I yelled, squeezing the charm in my palm.

My body lightened so fast I floated into the air. Wings appeared along my spine. Nearly invisible except for a glittery outline. I had no idea how long the spell would last, so I flapped my wings, which was hard work like holding twenty-pound weights straight out to the sides. Now or nothing. I could do this. Taking a breath, I somersaulted over the balcony’s edge. The mountainside rushing up to meet me. My head spun.

I was going to crash! I fought to right myself, but I was tumbling too hard and fast to even see straight. I fingered my charm bracelet hunting for the protection one. Was this one the eye or the skull and crossbones I’d already had? The latter would send out a deathly ray in all directions.

Nausea filled me as I continued to spin. I didn’t need my shifters to kill me, I was doing fine all on my own. “Crecredo! Stovolo motonko!” I tried to stop my fall but without a focus, it didn’t help slow me down at all.

The tops of trees scrapping my feet and arms. I screamed.
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T
 he wind ripped my scream out of my chest as I careened through the air toward the valley below. My life flashed before my eyes along with the faces of my men and how devastated they would be when they found out I was dead. And Leo… he’d never forgive himself since it happened on his watch so to speak.

Trees slashed at my flesh as I tumbled harder. Then a gust of air sucked me up briefly. Was it the wing spell? Was it working finally?

Strong talons gripped my arms. I screamed as they dug into my flesh and I was jerked upward. The momentum of going upward instead of down slamming me into a feather-lined body. My adrenaline slowly subsiding as I caught my breath. I was going to have bruises on my arms and more but the giant bird had saved my life.


Ben?


A giant eagle held me and I was sure it was him. Had to be. Had he heard my scream? Then he couldn’t have been far or he was a lot faster than a regular bird.

“Ben?” I asked in case I was mistaken. “I need to go to the city. Can you take me?”

He squawked in response. I wasn’t sure if that was a yes or a no or if it was the start of a reprimand of why in the world I would try to fly when I wasn’t a shifter or had wings. What concerned me was why my magic had failed. Was it a side effect of the tattoos on my back from the death spell?

If my power was affected then that put me at a disadvantage. I couldn’t depend on my magic to help if one of the guys went crazy and came after me. But I couldn’t see that happening. We cared so deeply for each other.

Ben flew me over the mountain and down to the edge of the city. The grass tickled my feet as he set me down, then tucked his wings to his back and landed beside me. He shifted, his feathers disappearing under his skin. His crown of white feathers becoming his hair. Yup, I was right, it was Ben. Relief washed through me. Then his body morphed into Ben fully…and naked. I spun around not to gawk. A second later, when he tapped me on the shoulder, I jumped.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”

I kept my gaze up, but then frowned. He was wearing a shirt…and shorts along with sandals.

“Wha—how do you have clothes?”

“I’m one-quarter magic, remember?” He beamed. “I made a spell to tie with my transformation. But it sucks during winter because I can’t figure out how to switch the clothes out.”

I laughed. “My aunt could help us figure it out.”

“Of course, if you’d rather I be naked, I can oblige.”

“Stop!” I grabbed his hands when he moved them to take off his shirt. “Keep your clothes on.” For now,
 I wanted to add.

“What about you? Where are your shoes?” He cocked an eyebrow at my feet.

“I was kind of in a hurry and didn’t have time to put any on.”

“You’re bleeding.” He bent down, lifting one of my feet in his warm palm.

“I’ll be okay. I need to get to Brice Photography and they close soon. What time is it?” I padded my pockets for my cell. “Fuck! I think I dropped my phone during the fall.”

“It’s eleven twenty.” He let go of my feet. “But we need to tend to these wounds and get you some shoes.”

“I don’t have time for that.” I waved a hand dismissively. “Please, I’ve got to get to the photographer. And tomorrow is Monday and their website said they’re closed on Mondays and they close at noon today. I can’t wait two more days.”

“You want pictures that badly?”

“This is about my father.” I straightened seeing a wreath of emotions play across his face. “Look, if you’re not going to help me, I understand. I’ll do this on my own.”

Before I took three steps away from him, he was next to me.

“Okay. But let’s stop and get you something for your feet on the way. I know a place that will help us.”

“Five minutes. I don’t care what the shoes look like as long as they fit and we’re in and out.” Before I could say more, he scooped me up. “What are you doing? Put me down.”

“Not until you have shoes to protect your feet.” He gave me a smug look. “The street is filthy and you want to walk on it barefooted with open cuts?”

“Fine.” I rolled my eyes, but in truth, I liked his chivalry. Several women and a few men we passed as he carried me gave me envious looks. I had the overwhelming desire to claim him as mine. Nibble on his bottom lip that was pulled down into a slight pout.

He pushed open a glass door with his elbow still not letting me down. The bell chimed and the scent of leather and suede hung heavy in the air. Ben set me down on a chair then whispered, “I’ll be right back, don’t move.”

I bristled not liking being told what to do. But he bent down and kissed me lightly making my stomach flutter.

When he left, I looked around the shop. Beautiful shoes of every size, color, and material were lined up on tables. Jamie, my fox shifter friend, would never leave. I reached over and picked up a pump next to me. The stitching was seamless in the satin material. Gorgeous. Though I didn’t want to walk around in heels today. Besides my feet stung.

Murmurs filtered from the back of the store, then Ben emerged from the back followed by another guy. He wore a long sleeve shirt, muscles bulging underneath it, and chestnut hair that flowed down to his shoulders. My witchy senses screamed shifter, but my libido yelled hunk.

“This is Alessandro. He’ll get you fixed up. I’ll go grab us some coffee from next door.” Ben gave me a quick kiss like he was letting the new guy know he had invested in me, but Alessandro didn’t even balk. In fact, he grinned.

“Hi, I’m Karen,” I said suddenly feeling nervous as Ben left.

He inhaled, setting down a first aid kit beside him. Gently, he lifted my foot and the callouses on his hands made me squirm with wondering what they would feel on my body. God, what the hell was wrong with me? I had four guys… possibly five now and yet I was drooling over a sixth.

“Heard you tried to fly.” His Spanish accent made me melt inside. God, he was sexy and not even trying. He frowned at my foot, then opened the first aid kit and removed gauze, tweezers, tape, and antibiotic cream.

“I was in a hurry. I’m trying to get to Brice Photography and they’ll be closing soon.”

“Stay here a minute, I need to get some soap and water for your feet.” He stood, moving to the back.

“You don’t have to bother with all this,” I called out after him. “I just need a pair of flip-flops or something and I’ll be fine.” Later, once I was back home, I could tend the wounds. I needed to get to the photography place before they closed. Find out if they took all the coyote shifter photos, then they might have copies. Then I could at least see what my dad looked like. If he was even still alive.

Alessandro returned carrying a bowl of steaming water, towels, and soap. “Give me your foot.”

His hands washed one foot then the other. There was something about a big, strong man rubbing my feet and I squirmed in my chair wanting him to wash me everywhere. God, was I going into heat again?

He dried my feet, sitting before me like I was a queen and he, my royal suitor. Enjoyment of his attention filled me. I wasn’t used to being pampered—at least not outside the company of my men. Before them, I’d just been a regular girl who did odd magical jobs to pay my bills.

In the chair, I leaned back, trying not to focus on wanting to run my hands through the strands of his hair. Of riding him.


Shit! Stop thinking about sex
 .

Carefully he pulled out splinters from my feet and I had to bite my lip to keep from falling forward onto him. His dark, soulful eyes met mine. “I think that’s all the pieces out.”

“Thanks,” I breathed out. Why was it suddenly so hot in this small shoe store?

He lathered on antibiotic cream, then lightly wrapped my feet in the gauze securing the ends with surgical tape. “You should be healed up in a couple of days, but keep the bandages on. I’ll get you a half-size larger shoe to make up the difference of the gauze. You’re size seven, right?”

“Yeah, how did you know?” I groaned thinking I had just asked him the dumbest question in the world. He probably knew my shoe size since I walked in. Plus, he’d just rubbed and touched my feet and Ben said he made shoes.

“Lucky guess.” He winked and my heart sped up.

I really, really needed to get out of here before I stripped naked and pounced on him.

He rummaged through boxes on a shelf then brought me one. “Try these.”

“What if I don’t like them?” I asked teasingly since he didn’t bring me multiple boxes like another shoe store would do.

“Doesn’t matter if you do or don’t, right?” He shrugged. “There just to get you from here to there and until your feet heal up.”

I nodded lifting the lid. My breath caught in my throat. Gray suede boots with a big buckle filled the box. They were ankle high and looked like they cost a fortune. Even though Caine would have the money to pay for these and the whole damn store, it didn’t feel appropriate to use his money like this. “Um, do you have something else? Simpler?”

“You don’t like them?” He frowned, his full lips drawing into a pout that I was to kiss until he moaned my name.

I shook my head to rid myself of my overactive, lustful imagination. “It’s not that, I just can’t afford these.”

“Don’t worry about payment.”

I pushed the box toward him. “I’m not going to take something like this for nothing. And I hate owing anyone anything.” I’d dig for every last penny to pay him back.

“How about a barter, then.” The corners of his mouth curled up into a smile that made my stomach do summersaults. “You can have the boots free of charge if you agree to go on two dates with me.”

My body screamed yes while my mind slammed on the brakes. This guy didn’t know anything about me. And I knew virtually nothing about him. Would he be okay with my current relationships? Or would he be appalled?

“Before I agree, there’s something you should understand.” I cleared my throat. “I’m involved with others… men… shifters.”

“I know.” Ben pushed the box toward me. “And I’m okay with it.”

Really? My heart leaped in joy and eagerness. But my mind said he must not understand fully. Maybe he thought I was just dating around. “You are? I mean I’m sexually involved with four other men.”

He held out his hand and I took it. In one swift move, he pulled me gently to my feet. His dark eyes stared into mine. “Ben told me, but I’m surprised you’re not yet counting him as one of yours.”

A flush heated my cheeks. “I only recently met him.”

“But you’re already considering adding him, yes?” His tone was hopeful. “We can discuss more with and about each other later. On our date but for now I do not wish to keep you from your appointment.” He shook his head. “That’s a lie. I want to take you in the back and make love to you until you never want to say goodbye.”

“Oh.” I swallowed against my dry throat. My legs wanting to weaken and I so wanted to fall into his embrace and let him try to do what he said.

The bell over the door dinged. I jumped back like a school girl getting caught kissing a boy in the halls.

Ben strolled in carrying a coffee. “Hey, you ready yet?”

“Thank you, Alessandro, for the boots.” I grabbed the box and quickly put them on. They fit perfectly.

“That’s not all that I know will fit perfectly.” His accent rolling his ‘r’s and sent delicious shivers through me.

Ben was practically beaming. What was he so smug about? I stood and Alessandro handed me his business card.

“Send me your address or where you wish to meet.” He held out his hand and instead of shaking it, kissed it, breathing in as he did so. “I look forward to our dates.”

“Me too,” I squeaked out then straightened, easing my hand from his. “Thanks again.”

Quickly, I followed Ben out of the shoe store and hiked up the street. Remembering the directions I’d pulled up before I lost my phone, said the photography place was up five more streets and over two.

My curiosity about Alessandro was tickling at the back of my mind as well. “So how do you two know each other?”

“He’s a healer as well as a shoemaker.” Ben took a sip of his coffee. “I’d been shot by a hunter and couldn’t fly for two weeks. It was hell. Alessandro helped me through it.”

“I thought hunting eagles was illegal?”

He blushed, and I tripped over a crack in the sidewalk, managing to spill some of the coffee on the concrete, but didn’t burn myself or ruin Alessandro’s boots.

“I sense you’ve got a story?” I asked.

He whispered, “Remember when I told you that I’ve one-quarter magic?”

“Of course.” I wasn’t following how that related to him getting shot. He’d said that the injury hadn’t let him fly in weeks. “Were you shot as a human? I assumed it was one of your wings that was damaged.”

“It was.” He nodded as we crossed the street. “But I wasn’t in my eagle form.”

“What do you mean? Were you like a human but with eagle wings like an angel or something?” That image made me grow hot. I used to read romance novels involving angels by the dozen. Staying up late at night to finish a story. All the covers had half-naked men with feathered wings.

He let out a chuckle and shook his head. “That probably wouldn’t have gotten my shot.”

“Spill.”

“Are you sure you want to know? It’s not as grand as a fallen angel or anything.”

I grabbed his sleeve, making him look at me. “You’re talking to me… a friend.”

“Is that all we are?” He cupped my cheek.

I shivered from his touch, remembering his kiss. “For now. I won’t judge you. I promise I won’t shoot you either.”

He gave me a wry smile that tugged at my heart. Then he leaned forward, right there on the sidewalk with commuters shuffling around us, and kissed me. His lips soft and warm, his arms around me. Then he nuzzled my neck, making my legs turn to jelly. My heart switched into triple beats. What had I done to deserve such joy in my life with all these amazing men?

His whisper in my ear spiked my libido until I made out what he’d said. “I’m also a griffin.”
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Chapter 14











“A
 griffin?” I busted out, and he hushed me. “Really?”

“Yes,” Ben sighed and dragged me up the street by my elbow. “I thought you were in a hurry to get to the photographer’s.”

“I am, but wow, a griffin?” I lowered my voice on the last word so none of the people walking up and down the sidewalk near us would overhear. “Like half eagle, half horse?”

He snorted. “Not a hippogriff, my back end is a lion during that shift.”

“Got it.” Giddiness made me feel like I was floating. I never knew such a legendary creature really existed and he liked me.

“You’re not freaked out?” he asked.

“Not at all. I think it’s cool. May I see you in that form sometime?” I asked hopefully.

At the red light, he took my hand in his. “I can fly us back to your dragon’s lair if you like. Once we’re out of the city limits and the chances of someone seeing me and freaking out are a minimum.”

“I’d love that.”

Ben kept a hold of my hand but I didn’t mind in the least as we hiked up a cobbled path to Brice’s Photography. And thankfully the lights were still on and the open sign showing.

“Do you want me to come inside with you?” he asked.

“That would be great.” I took a deep breath, nervous at what I might find. An old man with a grudge against anyone, not pure shifter? Or another dead-end that would leave me crushed. “Thanks.”

We entered the shop with wall to wall photos of animals, people, and places crammed in every possible space. Most were black and white images with a few color photographs tacked up here and there.

“May I help you?” a man asked behind a small counter littered with lens caps and several kinds of cameras across the top. He wore a heavy metal band’s T-shirt. His light brown hair was swept to the side revealing his amber eyes and dark lashes. Various tattoos lined his arms and his neck reminding me of those biker romance novels I used to read as a teen.

I grinned. “Hi, I’m Karen Martin and this is Benjamin Romans.”

“Brice.” He nodded but went back to polishing a lens. “What can I do for you?”

This couldn’t be the same Brice that had taken the photos of my grandmother. He looked like he was in his early thirties.

“You own this place?” I asked not knowing how to put into words what I wanted to say, I was still dealing with the shock of this young man being Brice. “Like Brice is your last name?”

He chuckled, putting down the lens cap and picking up another. “Nope, Brice is my first name. And was my dad’s and his before and so on. It’s a family tradition…every first-born male is called Brice.” He stuck out his hand and I shook it. “Brice Maxwell.”

“Why don’t you just change the name of the place to Maxwell, then?” Ben asked.

Brice’s nostrils flared for a second as though sizing Ben up. But then he continued, “A century ago, my ancestor was Donald Brice. He created the business but when his grandson only had daughters, they wanted to keep the Brice name for everyone to remember him. So the tradition was made and here I am.”

Then I was right. He couldn’t have taken the pictures of my grandmother. “Is your dad around? I have some questions about some photos that were taken for the shifter records.”

Brice sniffed the air and frowned. “You’re not a shifter—not a full one anyway. I smell magic on you.”

“I’m half-coyote and half-witch.” Might as well get the fun part over with. Was he prejudice against witches? I hoped not because he was cute in a brooding sort of way.

“Ah. I’m not allowed to discuss the records with anyone not full shifter and approved by the council. Sorry.” He went back to polishing that damn camera and I wanted to march over there and demand he gave me answers.

I took a step forward, but Ben touched my arm. He cleared his throat, dug out a business card from his wallet, and handed it to Brice. “I’m President of the vaults and Karen’s been allowed in to view the files. You may answer her questions without hesitation.”

“So, can we talk to your dad?” I asked, placing a hand on my hip. If this guy was going to give me grief than I’d talk to the man-in-charge instead.

“My dad died last year.” He squinted at Ben’s card, then set it down near an old-timey cash register.

Well, fuck my luck. Maybe his uncle or grandfather or someone was here that would remember my dad. “Is there anyone…older whom we can speak with?”

“You’re looking at the one and only.” He leaned back on the stool and crossed one leg over the other exposing an ankh tattoo on his ankle.

How many did he have on his body? I could count each one and lick the edges of them. I shivered, pushing down my lust.

“I take it you don’t want your photos taken?”

Maybe they kept copies of records here. Or at least the negatives of all the photos they’d taken. “I’m wondering if you have any photographs of Jake Rodgers. He’s a coyote shifter.” And I had no idea what my dad looked like as a human and only vague coloring as a coyote that my aunt had told me. I didn’t even know if he was even still alive.

“Don’t know.” He rose off the stool, his frame taller than I realized.

“Sure.” I rubbed my hands down my pant legs, excited to be hunting down some clue to help me find my father.

Ben’s cellphone rang. “Hello?” He paused, frowning. “What do you mean broken into?”

I chewed on my lip, waiting for Ben to finish, but it sounded like a long, important phone call. I tapped him on the shoulder and waved. He smiled briefly then went back to the phone conversation.

“Lead the way,” I said to Brice.

In the backroom, shelves were lined with cameras, lenses, tripods and other equipment. “Where are the negatives for the photos?”

“In my USB files.” He pulled down three boxes. “These are the coyote ones from this year back to my grandfather’s time.”

“Wow. May I see the ones on my dad?” Excitement twirled in my chest. I would get to know what my dad actually looked like.

“Tell me something,” he asked, his gaze shifting down to my breasts, then hips, and back up.

Fuck! I’d forgotten to put a bra on. After Leo and I had made love, I’d scrambled to get dressed and had just thrown my T-shirt over me and pulled on jeans. But Brice’s gaze turned from casual to hungry made me lick my lips.

“Yeah?” I asked sounding breathier than I intended.

“Why do you smell like…” he shook his head.

“What?” I reached out a hand, touching his arm. “Like what?”

Why did this guy have to be so tall and sexy? Brooding. Partial smart-ass. God, I had a weakness for arrogant men who took what they wanted, especially when that was me.

“Sweet and spicy like cinnamon.” He drew me to him, nuzzling my neck and by all the gods I reveled in his touch.

His raspy breath tickled my ear. I didn't even care that he was making me wet already.

I let out a little moan, pushing myself against him. His hard body pressed against me. Then my back started to seize like a cramped muscle and I jerked away, panting. Damn, what was happening to me? Maybe an inner warning that this guy was trouble and to get my head in the game.

“I didn’t come here for that.” Even though I wanted it now. I wanted to climb him and taste him and feel him deep inside me. “I need to see the photos and any information you have on my father…on my family.”

Disappointment crossed his features, but he gave me a nod. “If I let you see these photos, then I want your protection.”

Worry tightened my gut. Did he think I coerced Ben to say it was okay and the shifter community would take it out on him?

“What do you mean? I didn’t bewitch Ben so you can't get reprimanded from—”

“I'm not talking about them.” He lowered his voice. “I'm talking about the packs.”

“Coyote? Why would they care about showing me photos unless you're one?” Strange, I hadn't picked on that before. I'd have thought my half-heritage would've given me an inkling...it usually did whenever I was around another coyote shifter.

“Not them, the wolves.”

“Ah, you're a werewolf and you're worried the pack might not approve of you helping me since I'm a half witch.” That made sense. Wolves had a more structured hierarchy than coyotes. Everything involving the pack or had the potential to alter it in any way had to be approved by the alpha.

He shook his head. “I'm a lone wolf as my father and grandfather were. I only answer to myself, but I can't let my family's business fall into enemy hands if I help you and am punished for it.”

“The wolves would attack you? Why? I'm not following.”

“Promise you'll take me into your court? I will be part of your pack with all of the members protecting each other.” His amber eyes were serious. “And we will have the support of all the wolves knowing the thirteenth zodiac has represented our kind against the repercussions.”

“What do you mean?” My back started to itch as if I’d rolled in poison ivy or something. “If the wolves would be okay with you being with me then who would be opposed?”

“You really don't know, do you?” he asked.

I crossed my arms, ignoring my back that was now stinging as though a dozen bees were stinging me. I leaned against one of the racks filled with camera equipment to scratch at the pain.

“Didn't the shifter elders tell you everything when you took this job as the Ophiuchus?”

“There wasn't time. The whole room broke into chaos.” I swallowed remembering the heat of that council room. How all the unmarried or unmated shifters present had tried to fuck me. How they'd been frantic and I had been swept away in the current of lust too. How I loved all their hands on me. If Caine hadn't been able to get me out of there, I'd probably have had sex with every guy in there and it still not been enough. “But the gist of what the elder told to me was I had to take on twelve men…each from a different zodiac…a different type of shifter.”

He scratched his chin. “And you never wondered why?”

“Of course I did. But it was because of being the thirteenth sign or some shit. None of the elders got around to explaining it all.” I clenched my arms, my back tingling like a slow fire was flickering against my flesh. “I was blindsided.”

“I’ll tell you everything I know.” He picked up a USB drive with the word Chameleon written in a black mark on it. “After you agree to take me as one of your men.”

“But I don't even know you.” I was still trying to wrap my mind around the fact that four men in my life and in my bed wouldn't be enough to keep all the other signs from going crazy without me in the middle to hold them together and keep the peace.

“How well did you know the others before they joined you?”

Touché. I'd know Caine the longest, but it was less than twenty-four hours before we had made love...even less for Leo, Jerry, and Gregg. “That's beside the point. It was different at the start.” Like I had to have sex or my body felt like it would heat up and explode. It was better now. Under control. Mostly.

“That’s what I thought.” He beamed and those damn dimples were back. Honestly, those and his grin should be made illegal. If I didn’t already have four lovers at home, I’d be melting right now, or maybe I already was a little bit.

“Look, you’re the big bad lone wolf, why would you want to tie yourself to me and a bunch of men you don’t know?”

“You don’t get it, do you?” He stalked away and I chased after him.

“Then freaking tell me already.” The muscles in my back cramped harder.

“The previous thirteenth zodiac will do anything to stay in power.”

Pain lashed across my back making me fall to my knees. Fire seared my skin and I screamed, curling into a ball.
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“K
 aren,” Brice shouted, shaking me lightly. “Wake up, please.”

I groaned not wanting to move. Everything hurt. Even my eyelids felt like they were weighed down. But at Brice’s worried voice, I cracked my eyes open.

“Thank God,” he breathed out. “I thought I was going to have to call the fire department to put you out.”

“W-What are you talking about?” Nothing was making sense. “Where am I and why do I feel like I’d been run over by a cement truck?”

Then everything rushed back. My muscles seizing up. The intense heat on my back. I scrambled into a sitting position, trying to pat my back. What I could reach was tender. No, no, no.
 Why was this happening to me? Had the death curse tattoos gotten larger? Or bored holes through to my bones?

“Careful, your shirt has stuck to your skin,” Brice’s words were gentle.

“Get it off me.” My breath came out in pants. “I have to see the damage. What the hell happened?”

He rummaged in a box on one of the shelves and brought back a pair of scissors. Slowly, he cut away my shirt while I bit my lip to keep from crying out because of the pain. “Almost done.”

Instead of answering him, I just nodded. If I opened my mouth I knew I’d cry out and I didn’t want to freak him out. Cool air hit my back, taking away a little of the sting.

“I’ve got some first aid supplies up front,” he said. “Let me go get them.”

“No.” I squeezed his arm, my voice raw. “I need to see the marks on my back.”

He met my gaze and nodded. Taking out his cell, he snapped a picture of my back then handed the phone to me. Across the top of my back and shoulder blades were the original four shifter animals. My men. But below them was a horse, a wolf, and an eagle.

“What the fuck?” I asked staring at him. “I haven’t claimed you or Ben yet and who is the horse shifter?”

“Alessandro,” Ben said from the doorway with cardboard drink holder of three coffees.

I shook my head. “That’s not possible. I mean I haven’t chosen any of you.” Sex had been what sealed my men and me before.

“Looks like the death spell is speeding things up for you.” Brice winced. “I’m sorry I tried to force you to take me into your court.”

“It’s fine. You didn’t, not really. We were just discussing things when my back caught on fire or at least it felt like it.” I paused considering. “Like it or not, you two and Alessandro are part of my team now, I guess.”

Which also meant I had seven men in my harem now. And seven ways to be killed. Yay me.
 The thought both excited and terrified me. How was I going to keep all of them happy? Of course, they could all take turns keeping me satisfied. I shivered at the deliciousness of that idea. I shook my head to dislodge my wanton imagination before I stripped naked now and tasted both of these men.

“But why do the tattoos hurt so much this time?” I clutched the remains of my shirt to the front of me. “It’s so much worse than when the first four appeared.”

Ben bent down and handed me one of the coffees. “My theory is that you’ve established your court with them while we three are on the outer edges so to speak.”

“Meaning I haven’t consummated the bond with you all.”

“Exactly.”

I should be blushing. I mean I had four gorgeous shifters at home that I’d had sex with multiple times and at the same time and in many, many different ways. Yet, here I was with my cheeks heating, my libido poking her head up in growing curiosity. “So if we finalize the bond adding you three to my group, then the pain will lessen?”

Ben nodded vigorously. My lust spiked as I remembered our kiss back at the mansion. Then I glanced at Brice and electricity seemed to pulse between us. I licked my lips, the air suddenly growing hot.

“D-Do we need to call Alessandro?” The idea of three new shifters making love to me set my imagination into overdrive again. I squirmed, my skin heating and my clothes feeling too constricting.

“I’ll send him a text, but he likes to date a girl first,” Ben said, his voice husky and giving me delicious goosebumps that made me want to lick him all over.

“Let him know anyway.” I set my coffee aside on the storage room floor. “If he shows up great, if not…”

Brice let out a growl that sent shivers through me. His jeans hung low on his hips showing off his flat stomach and now an obvious bulge in his pants. My lust flared and I dropped my shirt, then crawled over to him. The heat was on me… wanting… needing release. Both men felt it too because they kicked off their shoes and boots, respectively, then removed their shirts. Ben was smooth chested while Brice had a soft trail of hair down the center of his chest and pointing down to his groin.

“Wait,” I panted as Brice moved to unhook his belt. “Let me.”

He leaned back against one of the metal storage racks. Slowly, I unlatched his belt, then opened his button-fly jeans. His erection was hard and strained against his briefs. I eased out his member, loving how it pulsed in my hand. Slowly, I lowered my mouth on his velvet tip, taking him in deeper and deeper. He tasted like heaven and I couldn’t get enough.

Ben removed his pants and underwear. From the corner of my eye, I noticed him stroking himself as he watched us. I held out my hand to him and he moved closer. It was so damn hot in this warehouse. Sweat was trickling down my spine. Desire made me weak with need. I wanted to be naked and have these men inside me. Filling me.

I grasped Ben’s cock in my hand and ran my palm up and down his length while I sucked on Brice’s erection. Lust spiked deep inside me, the pain in my back lessening a fraction. But I didn’t care. I wanted these men like I needed air.

Carefully, releasing Brice, I switched to my hand stroking him and went down on Ben. His moans encouraged me to go deeper as he pressed his hand lightly on the back of my head.

“Enough or I’m going to cum.” Ben raised me up and kissed me, holding me close to him. “Time for you to get naked too.”

His hands were warm as he helped me take off my shirt. I hadn’t had time to grab underwear or a bra when Ben had come to the mansion’s patio. Breathless, I kicked off the boots Alessandro had given me, then pushed down my jeans.

Ben smiled a devilish grin at seeing I was commando and a fresh shot of lust shot through me. I shimmied the rest of the way out of my jeans and into Ben’s arms. My nipples pressed up against his chest.

Brice shuffled in behind us, his erection pressing into my ass while he nuzzled my neck. His hands reaching around to stroke my breasts. As though they’d rehearsed this, Ben’s fingers found my clit and my world burst into flames. Nothing had prepared me for these two shifters touching me. I felt their callouses or lack of. I both flew and raced across the forest.

I hadn’t considered how much they would affect me. How I loved the way Ben’s chest felt under my palms or how I adored how Brice pressed against my back. Being sandwiched between these two sexy men made the intensity of the moment amplify.

Brice’s hands cupping my breasts made me tingly all over. If he kept touching me, I would cum just like this. Between two men. Skin to skin but neither one inside me.

“Please,” I mewled. “I want you… both… please fuck me.” I was so hot and heavy with need that I couldn’t think except having them deep inside me. “I accept both of you into my court.”

Everything seemed surreal and I’d no idea why I said the words. They were true but I hadn’t planned them.

“Shit,” Brice murmured behind me. He adjusted his stance and his erection pressed between my legs.

I moaned as his cock stroked across my folds, coating himself in my juices, before his velvet tip pushed against my ass.

Ben’s fingers stroked me faster, bringing a climax through me as Brice slipped inside my ass. The tightness and sensation made me scream in ecstasy.

“Ready for me too?” Ben asked.

But I couldn’t answer him. Words were beyond my grasp as Brice began moving in and out of me, hitting a spot deep inside that purred with pleasure.

When Ben didn’t enter me from the front, I clutched his shoulders, nodding like a bobble-head doll. He grunted his understanding and pressed his dick into me. I cried out in pleasure. Both men filling me completely.

Brice held onto my boobs, squeezing and lightly pinching my nipples as wave after wave of pleasure rode me. I kissed Ben as I held on to him while both men pumped me harder and harder. I was burning up from the inside out. Lust making me so horny and delirious. “Yes, more, yes!”

Brice growled low in his throat as his thrust turned carnal. His reaction burning me hotter. In front of me, Ben was a cool breeze, sweeping me away in lust and desire where the two merged. His cock pumped into me with the same frantic speed as Brice’s. I felt protected, cherished, and utterly sexy like a freaking goddess while two men buried themselves as deep as they could into me. I felt scorched, no branded inside. The men left their mark in me and I’d never be able to walk away.

We complemented each other. Driving one another to ecstasy and back. I leaned backward, pushing out my breasts into Brice’s hands. Ben took advantage of my position and gently rubbed my clit making it impossible for me to think. I spiraled upward toward an orgasm that had left me weak but sated. My legs turned to jelly but both men helped hold me up. Each filling me deliciously, completely as they thrust into me. Two sets of hands on my body sent another ripple of pleasure through me. My world turned upside-down and right-side-up at once. Like everything was meant to be. Like me and these men had been friends, lovers, everything all at once… had finally found each other again.

Heat struck my core. A burning inferno that had me clamping down on Ben and Brice. I couldn’t see Brice, but his thrust turned frantic. Harder. Faster. Ben’s ecstasy in his expression as his speed increased as well was my undoing.

“Holy shit fuck!” I yelled in a high-pitched voice as my orgasm roared through me.

A second later, Ben stilled, his own climax evident as every muscle in his face relaxed.

Brice growled, but after several more deep pumps into my ass, he stilled as well, panting behind me. All three of us basked in the euphoria of having sex and I couldn’t stop my smile.
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Chapter 16











F
 or a moment, I just stood there between Brice and Ben. The musk of our lovemaking was heady in the air. And I’d initiated two more men into my harem and loved every second of it. At this rate, I wouldn’t be able to walk for days after having sex with all these handsome guys. But hey, I wasn’t going to complain, I’d die a fucking happy woman.

There was still the issue of my tattoos though and now I had three more added. Which meant three more chances for my death.

“You okay?” Ben asked, his brow furrowing.

“Yeah, yes. Amazing.” I almost cried out in remorse as Brice slid out of me and Ben followed.

“Damn woman,” Brice picked up his pants but a huge smile lit his face showing off his dimples that I wanted to kiss, “you are smoking hot. Fuck.”

“Thanks.” I pushed my hair out of my face and hunted around for my clothes. “God, I’m starving.”

“Here, you can use my shirt to clean off if you need.” Ben handed me his shirt. “I’ll order us a pizza, if that’s okay?”

I nodded. Carefully, I wiped myself with his shirt then dressed back in my jeans. My T-shirt was ripped up the back and partially charred from the new marks, but it would still cover me. Hell, I might even start a new fashion trend of backless shirts no panties or bra and Alessandro’s stylish boots that made me feel like I was walking on clouds. While I tried to put myself into some semblance of normalcy, Brice pulled over three metal chairs. I plopped down in one, grateful as my legs were killing me from standing up and having sex.

The scent of pizza wafted through the air. Barefoot, I greedily accepted a box Ben handed me. He placed two more boxes on a wooden crate and we ate in silence.

My thoughts flew to Alessandro and how I’d have loved him to have joined us. Whoa, girl.
 If I kept letting my imagination run wild, I’d end up having sex again soon. Tingles rose in my body at the thought. Not that that was a bad thing except I needed to find out what Brice had been talking about earlier before my back tried to catch fire.
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Chapter 17











I
 tried not to fan myself as the two hunks got redressed. Focus on getting answers not laid again.
 I inhaled a deep breath trying to picture a cold shower or ice or anything that would get my mind off my lust and back onto finding out about the death spell. I’d sent a message that I was okay and with three potential shifters to join our court, but since I’d lost my phone, I’d had to use Ben’s. Hopefully, the others would be okay with the additions. They should be, considering Caine and them had reminded me since I found out I was the thirteenth zodiac sign, that I needed twelve men total. But so far, none of them had returned my text. I pushed my worry aside to the fact they were busy trying to help me figure out how to stop the death spell on me. In the meantime, I needed to find out more about these new guys.

“Brice,” I crossed my legs in the chair, “you were telling me earlier about why you wanted to join my group.” Saying court aloud sounded odd to me. My men weren’t in a cult, we had a mutual relationship and respect. Something I wanted to continue with them and anyone new. “Now that you and Ben are officially mine, and I, yours, I don’t want us keeping secrets.”

“Don’t forget Alessandro,” Ben said.

I squirmed in my chair, my imagination running wild thinking of the Latin man with long hair. God, is it hot in here?


“Right. Him too.” Even though I hadn’t slept with him yet, his animal was one of the new markings on my back. And I had no idea what it would be like to date him. Would he show me how he made shoes or let me ride bareback on him as we raced through a meadow? Excitement bubbled up in my chest.

Both men stared at me with smug looks on their faces. My blush heated my cheeks, but I continued, “So why me? Why not join another pack for protection? I mean you’re the only photographer for the vaults, that’s got to carry some weight and privilege.”

“It’s not from other shifters or even the records I need protection from.” Brice pulled on his jeans, leaving his button-fly open. “But from the Ophiuchus.”

For a moment, I stared at him. “The Ophiuchus?” I asked. “But that’s me. I don’t understand how being with me could protect you from—”

“Not you. The previous thirteenth zodiac.”

A cold shiver vibrated through me. “Wait, she’s still alive? But the elder told me…” What had he told me? That they didn’t call me to the meeting lightly, but for a serious matter. Oh and that I was their last hope. Sounded more dire than just finding twelve shifters to hold all of the community together.

“I can tell by the look on your face that you didn’t know about her or what she’s done.” Brice gave Ben a look. “I thought you already had four shifters in your court, one of them being a dragon.”

“And he knew about all of this, didn’t he?” I jumped to my feet and paced back and forth in front of them. “Son of a bitch, he’s in the higher order of the zodiac, of course he knew.”

“Before you get angry with him,” Ben held up his hands, “he must have had his reasons.”

“Really,” I snorted. “Is that why he left when the markings appeared on my back, to take care of it and leave me here, clueless.” When I got my hands on him, I was going to strangle him. His macho crap was going to get him in trouble.

Brice scratched at the black skull tattoo on his neck. “I agree with Ben, I think he’s trying to protect you.”

I whirled. Leave it to men to gang up together in their fraternity men’s club bull shit. “Oh? And what would happen in the meantime with me not knowing I was facing another bitch with twelve shifters of her own. Hell, she could have come after me or sent her men to kill me.”

But that didn’t sound like the motive of a person who put a death spell on me. No, she wanted one of my men to take me out, personally. If I was going to have a chance to break this spell then I needed to know everything about this woman.

“Okay, who is she? Why does she want me dead—other than the fact there’s supposed to be only one Ophiuchus—haven’t others just stepped down or something?” Sometimes it sucked begin a half-shifter and bared from that side of my heritage. I had no idea how things ran in their secret circles and never knew about this Ophiuchus’ position until the council elders called me in for a meeting. A thought popped into my head about succession. “Wait, I don’t have to challenge her or duel, do I? Like challenge the alpha kind of thing.”

Not that I was afraid, I just couldn’t shift. So if she could turn into a dragon like Caine, then I was royally screwed because even with my magic, I wouldn’t be able to beat her. I fingered the silver charms hanging from my bracelet. My mind raced. I needed to go back to Aunt Jess and apologize as well as upload a whole arsenal of charms to use for attack and protection. I might not be able to beat a dragon, but I’d be damned if I was going to be unprepared for the unexpected.

“The previous Ophiuchus is a tyrant.” Brice lowered his voice. “She imprisoned her men… the ones of her court… and others she wanted. Even married men. She’d put a death spell on them until their wives died then forced them to become her lovers.”

An icy cavern opened up inside my heart. Jess had told me that my dad abounded me until I found out the truth and that my mom had a death spell put on her— just like me —and my dad had never come back around after I was born. This couldn’t be a coincidence. “My dad is one of her men, isn’t he?”

Which meant that Caine had known all this time too and yet placated me into searching the records for information on my marks and my father when he knew both answers.
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Chapter 18











“I
 ’m afraid so.” Brice handed me the USB. “You’ll find their photos along with your father’s and the missing information on this.”

My hand trembled slightly as I clasped the cold metal in my palm. Everything hit me all at once. The reason my dad had abandoned me… why he’d never contacted me… why Mom died. It was all because of the other Ophiuchus who wanted power and control. It was time to put the bitch down.

“Thanks. May I borrow your laptop?”

Brice gave me a nod then disappeared into the front of the store. I was finally going to see what my dad looked like. Would I have his eyes or his nose? Would I recognize him instantly knowing we were family? Why hadn’t he tried to get away from the woman who held him hostage? Or had my aunt told me the truth once I became an adult?

Beside me, Ben reached over and squeezed my shoulder. “Hey, you okay?”

“No fucking idea. I feel like I’m on a merry-go-round that keeps going faster and faster. Like I’m going to fly off any second.”

Brice returned with a laptop. “Here, use this.”

I plugged in the USB and held my breath as it loaded. Finding my father’s name, I clicked the file, part of me waiting for something bad to happen. Like the laptop explode or a meteor to crash into us. I’d waited my whole life for this moment and it didn’t seem real.

An image of a coyote appeared at the top of the document alongside my father’s name. His golden eyes stared straight through the camera at me. I swallowed as a shiver ran through me.

“D-did you take this photo?” I asked.

“No.” Brice shook his head. “My father did.”

I sensed there was more to the story, but I couldn’t ask with the pained look on Brice’s face. He’d explain everything to me more when he was ready. It didn’t feel right to pry.

Turning back to the computer, I scrolled down until I reached another photo. This one was of my dad as a human. He had my color hair and dimples. His mustache curled up with his smile. His eyes twinkling. Nothing in his expression said this was a man who would abandon his infant daughter after his wife’s death. In fact, he appeared happy. I saw why my mom had fallen in love with him. There was a charisma in his eyes that came through the photo.

I scrolled down again, then my hand flew over my mouth. There was my dad with his arm around my mom. I knew what she looked like. An older version of me, but with dark eyes and darker hair. I’d never seen a picture of both of my parents together. My hand trembled as I brushed my fingertips across the screen. I’d been robbed of both of them my entire childhood.

Ben rubbed my shoulder in support. He understood. Better than most what it was like to be an outsider. The magical community had shunned him because of his mixed heritage. Just like the shifter one had done to me. I never was truly alone because I’d had Aunt Jess. But now I felt utterly alone except for my men. Even Brice… I sympathized with him being the lone wolf and not having his dad or grandfather or a pack. He wanted to belong as I had and do.

“Why?” The word scraped my throat. Before Brice said anything I knew the answer but asking solidified it in the real world and not remain just my worst fears. Or maybe I hoped I was so, so wrong and the woman who put the death curse on me wasn’t the same who had taken my father and killed my mother.

“As I said, the previous Ophiuchus did this,” Brice interrupted my thoughts. “The elders have been trying for years to overthrow her. She gathered up lovers like candy, discarding them when it suited her. Several shifters fought against her and lost.”

Dread slithered in my stomach. “H-How many shifters does she have then?” Were we trying to fight an impossible battle?

“Shifters have gone missing since she started her reign. Ones that resisted her sexual attraction, she used magic to entrap them to her. No one knows for certain how many she has in her court.”

“What’s your best guess?” Ben asked, voicing my unspoken question.

“Twenty?” Brice shrugged. “Thirty?”

“Fuck!” I stood, the wooden stool shooting out behind me. “Even if we get Alessandro on board, there are only eight of us total. How are we going to beat her when we are so vastly outnumbered?”

“Maybe I can help,” a man’s voice from the doorway said as thunder boomed outside.

I spun, grasping my silver charm bracelet to ready a magic spell if this newcomer was a threat.

The man strode forward wearing a skintight shirt and black pants that clung to his muscled thighs. His dark gaze never left mine, but instead of the usual attraction, my throat tightened. I opened my mouth to warn Brice and Ben when the new guy raced forward.

Suddenly water slammed into my chest and I was thrown against the metal shelves. Pain piercing my hip and upper back. I slunk to the floor, drenched. Both Brice and Ben wrestled with the newcomer. But he swiveled out of their grasps, punching one with a blast of water and the other a kick. Was he some kind of assassin? I wouldn’t let him hurt Brice or Ben or me. Both terror and rage clashed in my gut.

Then his dark gaze settled on me.

I grasped my charm bracelet but before I could yank one off. The fucker thrust his hands forward and water shot out at me like a cannon. I dodged, but the gush lashed across the back of my legs like a whip, knocking me to the floor.

Thankfully the pressure eased and I looked up, finding Brice holding the guy in a choke hold.

I just needed a second to find the right infused charm. My fingers trembled on the skull one. No, not that one unless I had to. I needed this guy alive but unable to harm us so I could find out who the hell he was and why he attacked.

“Watch out!” Ben yelled.

The man elbowed Brice in the gut, then wretched Brice’s arm back, throat punching him. Brice’s face turned a reddish purple. Ben rushed the man, but he sidestepped his advance. Then sent another gush of water at Ben. My eagle shifter was thrown against the concrete wall. He lay unmoving.

I glanced back at Brice who was on his knees leaning forward, his hand on his throat as he tried to breathe.

Both of them were hurt trying to protect me. I stood, my legs shaking. My vision tunneling until only the enemy was in my sight. I clasped the skull on my bracelet and snapped it off.

His eyebrow arched almost mocking me. Did he not understand that I would protect my men and myself at any cost? I opened my mouth to say the incantation that would activate the magic prebuilt in the charm. But before I could inhale, he lifted both hands and water struck at me. It wrapped around me as if I’d been dunked into an invisible cylinder full of liquid. I couldn’t breathe couldn’t escape. It held me in place. I was trapped.

I opened my hand to use the skull charm and found it gone. No, no, no.
 I spun around, hunting for it. But I couldn’t activate it or any of my focus items if I couldn’t speak.

In the watery prison, I slammed my hands against the invisible wall of water. It was solid. Unbreakable. I had to escape. My lungs screamed for air. With all my half-power, I couldn’t do a damn thing without being able to say the words to a spell.

Brice and Ben traded punches and kicks with the enemy yet my prison remained as though he didn’t need to concentrate on keeping me here. Like it was a self-sustaining enchantment. My lungs convulsed, starved for oxygen, but if I breathed, I was dead.


Think, Karen, think.


I closed my eyes to keep from staring helplessly at Brice and Ben as they fought this guy. Me drowning wasn’t going to help them. I had a sinking sensation that this guy was going to kill all of us if we gave him the chance. But if he thought I was going to give up, then he didn’t know me.

Steeling my will not to inhale, I opened my eyes and spun my charm bracelet along my wrist. There had to be something I could use with enough focus to make a crack in his magic. Something he wouldn’t be able to counter and would buy me a few seconds of air.

My cat charm was for me to be nimble and swift, which wouldn’t help me now. A bronze flame for a quick-fire would only get doused immediately. My lungs seized. I squeezed my fist to keep from inhaling. My vision was going fuzzy. Not now, please.


A pain hit my chest. I was going to pass-out soon then I’d have no way to keep myself from breathing.


Hurry!
 I went back to the charms. I’d already used one four-leaf clover charm which had been a gift from Aunt Jess when she’d presented the bracelet to me on my thirteenth birthday but that weird car accident had made me spend it. I fingered the new one from my grandmother. Once I used it, the magic was gone forever. Even if I found a hundred four-leaf clovers, I’d never have the luck of this one. I didn’t want to use it up. Since it was a family charm, I’d wanted to keep it to give to my daughter in the future. No, there had to be another way.

I pushed passed the flower charm for gardening, blinking hard and slow. My fingers fumbling. The rune of strength. Yes!
 It would give me Herculean power for an hour. Now, if I could open the magic without saying the incantation. It had to work.

Snapping off the charm, I squeezed it in my palm until the sharp edges of the rune cut into my flesh. Mihi nunc fortitudinem, Mihi nunc fortitudinem, Mihi nunc fortitudinem.
 I screamed over and over in my head.


Please, please.
 I clutched the charm harder. My vision going black. I met the water shifter’s gaze. The satisfied look on his face told me that I failed. I gritted my teeth, willing the charm to work. For my half-breed magic to work without words for once. I slammed my fist with the rune inside against the water prison. Fuck!
 I couldn’t fail, not now. My men needed me and I needed them. I wanted to live. To enjoy life and taste Jerry’s lasagna. Fly on Ben in his griffin form. Or have those dates with Alessandro. Tell Leo that I was sorry for sneaking out. Snuggle with Caine and listen to the rumble in his chest whenever he slept. Finally be able to beat Gregg at thumb wrestling. Learn how Brice liked to be touched or how my three new men would interact with the whole group.

But I’d lost all of that because I’d let my guard down. I shouldn’t have hesitated when the newcomer had shown up. I smacked my fist again. A throbbing pulse vibrating from my hand down my arm into my chest. The strength enchantment…it was working! I was going to get out of here.

I pulled my hands back then thrust them both forward in the cylinder of water. The invisible bubble shuddered. Yes!
 I punched again and again, focusing my strength all the power the magic gave me to break through. Blood coated my knuckles but I kept on pounding. Yet my lungs screamed for air. Three more punches and nothing changed except I had to breathe. Now. I couldn’t wait. The rune wasn’t strong enough.

My grandmother’s four-leaf clover charm! I blinked, trying to focus to find it. My fingers fumbling.

My life draining away as my lungs convulsed, forcing a breath in. Agonizing pain filled me and I gasped. I drew in more water. The enemy held Brice by the neck twisting his head. No!
 I was too late. I’d failed. Brice met my gaze with longing and forgiveness and a hundred other emotions flooded his face and I felt every single one of them. Then everything faded into nothing.
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B
 ehind my eyelids, a light flickered. Where was I? I let out a groan but water bubbles popped out of my mouth instead. I jerked awake with coughs racking my body and spewing out water. What the hell happened?

“Impossible.” The guy who had attacked us marched forward. “No one can escape my magic.”

I flicked him the finger because talking was out of the question right then as I vomited up more water. How had I escaped? The last thing I remembered was trying to get the four-leaf clover charm off my bracelet. But I’d failed. I hadn’t even removed it.

Sitting back, I was numb as the dark-haired guy rushed toward me with murder in his gaze. I was tired of this bullshit.

“No!” The word scraped against my raw throat. I stood on wobbly legs. “Leave me and my men alone.”

He laughed. “I will kill your men in front of you, then you're next.”

His words sounded off. Like there was a strange lilt to them that didn’t fit his Asian features. I couldn’t explain it, but it sounded as if someone talked through him. Was he possessed? A quiver of fear snaked through me. Demon possession was a bitch to fix especially without holy water or crucifixes around. Most witches didn’t mess around with the bastards and I didn’t blame them. I’d done a few myself when money was tight. Each time, I was left with nightmares, unable to sleep well for days afterward.

“Why?” I asked, trying to stall to gather the energy to cast a spell and stop him.

“Because you are an abomination.”

“Tell me something I didn’t know.” Shifters and witches weren’t supposed to fall in love and they certainly weren’t supposed to have kids. Lucky me, I got slivers of both sides of their magic, neither enough to do me any good on my own and I couldn’t transform into a coyote no matter how much I’d tried growing up. Even spells, like in the vaults, had backfired or not worked at all. So how had I gotten out? Must have been Brice or Ben.

“Time for your lovers to die.” He thrust out his hands. Water crashed into my men.

Panic welled up in my chest. I couldn’t let this happen. Couldn’t let them die. I yanked the spider web charm off my bracelet. “Nihil mihi mali tandem capere capiat!”

I flung the web. It grew in size, snagging him. He tugged and pushed against the strands that only tangled harder onto him.

Both Brice and Ben choked out water a few feet away. I rushed over to them, touching both of them to ensure that they were all right.

“This isn’t over, little witch. You never should’ve been born and I will see you and yours dead.”

The man tangled in my web shuddered, then his eyes cleared. “Where am I?”

“We’ll ask the questions,” I said. Was he no longer possessed? I had to be sure.

“Who the hell are you?” Brice growled.

“Easy, wolf.” The stranger smirked. “Or I could drown you where you stand, remember?”

“Not while you are in my enchantment.” My web charm neutralized his powers for now and held him in place. I carefully fingered through my charms in case I needed another.

“Answer the question.” I lifted my chin.

“Allow me to join your court.” He gave me a short bow of his head since he couldn’t move any other part of his body.

“You just tried to kill us. So why would you want to join us and why should I even consider allowing you?” Now that I knew about the other thirteenth zodiac, how did I know this guy didn’t work for her? Or a ninja assassin sent to hurry her death spell along?

His dark eyes pleaded with me. “I was controlled. I never meant you harm, you have to believe me.”

“Who controlled you?” An icy shiver slid down my spine. Something told me this guy was telling me the truth and Aunt Jess had said that the curse could make my men attack me.

“The same one who put the death spell on you.”

“Who?” I asked through clenched teeth, taking a step toward him.

He shook his head. “I don’t know her name. But take me into your court. I vow I will always protect you. You’ve several shifters already, but none have the element of water like me.”

I arched an eyebrow. “You’re a water shifter?”

“Matsyāṅganā,” he corrected.

“What’s that?” I’d never heard the term before much less how to pronounce it. Doubt I would even be able to spell the word in my internet search bar.

“Mermen or mermaids,” Brice said.

I looked behind me at him. His sneer surprised me but then again his tone hadn’t been friendly. Blood trickled down his temple, but I resisted the urge to tend his wound. Shifters healed quickly and it didn’t appear to be life-threatening. And I didn’t want to count on my magic holding this guy forever.

“They were the first known recorded accounts of merpeople.” He snorted. “I can smell the ocean on him.”

And probably being the vaults’ photographer gave him access to rare shifters. Still, how had he found us? I had to make certain this wasn’t a trap. I wouldn’t endanger any of my men.

“Why did you attack us?” I asked.

He swallowed. “That wasn’t me. I-I felt a call of mates… yours… but then I was ambushed by a woman. Her men held me down while she performed a spell on me.”

“Then how do we know you’re telling us the truth? That you’re not still being used by her?” Ben squeezed his hands into fists.

“I-I don’t know but as soon as this web trap hit me, her influence fled.”

Possible. My magic could’ve forced the possession out of him. “How can you help us?” I asked.

His dark gaze flicked to mine while his posture remained loose, but coiled, like a snake ready to strike despite him being trapped. “I can transform into a merman, or dolphin, or barracuda or whale or shark in the water.”

The old eighties song Barracuda played through my mind. “Nice, but why should we listen to you?”

Lightning flashed and the following boom made me jump as the whole warehouse vibrated.

“I can also call storms and can help neutralize the death spell on you.”


Holy shit!
 He could break my simple entrapment any time he wished. Did he stay inside it to make me relax too easily?

Behind me, Brice stepped forward. His shoulders drawing inward as though readying for a fight.

“How do you know about the curse?” I asked, not sure if I could trust him. I didn’t even know who he was.

He tapped his nose. “You smell like charred flesh… and sex.”

My whole faced heated but I pushed aside my chagrin. “All right but how do we know we can trust you? That you’re telling us the truth.” All of my men, so far, had gotten along with each other. Why was Brice so standoffish? Did he sense something I didn’t?

“Sorry,” he lowered his eyes, “I did not mean to embarrass you. I thought you were comfortable with your position as Ophiuchus.”

“I was…am.” I shook my head. “I’ve not established my court yet.” Or knew what the hell I was doing. “Not completely.” I’d only been instated less than a week.

He nodded. “Yes, you’ve five more shifters to gather to protect you and them.”

“How do you know that?” I wrapped my arms around myself. Wanting him to be legit, but knowing who was after me and the lengths she would go through, had gone through, I needed to be cautious. Shit!
 The woman had done this to my mom when she was pregnant with me just to get my dad to be one of her lovers.

“Word gets around.” He shrugged. “I felt the vibration of your call in the middle of the ocean. Had to fight a few others on the way here that allowed the lust of your heat to consume them.”

Brice snorted, but Ben looked thoughtful.

That was a nice way of putting it. The desire to mate and take multiple lovers was so strong I’d barely gotten out intact. Caine and the others had helped me and kept me sane. My skin had felt on fire from the inside out. Burning me up and I had to have sex to cool my hunger. It had scared me. Made me feel like I wasn’t in control of my body or myself. The male shifters not attached to a female had felt the pull too. Nearly ripping each other to pieces to get to me.

I shivered. Had I really broken the spell on him? “How do I know this isn’t some ploy and you’re only pretending?”

“Guess I will have to prove myself to you, but I’m fine with that, Karen.”

Both Brice and Ben tensed but I held up my hand. I had no idea if this guy was legit or not but until we discovered more, I needed him to think I was on his side. “What may I call you? Cause I can’t even begin to pronounce that other word you said.”

“Call me, Minh.”

This time, I inclined my head in the way he had. “All right. So how do you suggest we test your loyalty?”

He glanced between Ben and Brice making my face flush that he knew we three had just had sex. True, I hadn’t tested them as I was him, but he had just tried to kill me and them. If he was really controlled by the death spell then perhaps I wasn’t being fair, but damn, up until a few minutes ago I had no idea why my dad had left my mom or that the same bitch that took him and killed her was now after me. She saw me as a threat and maybe she felt like the death curse was taking too long. I was sure that Aunt Jess was using all her magic to keep a hedge of protection around me… just as she had my mom.

“Did they go through this same scrutiny?” Minh asked.

“Things are different now. Before I didn’t know about the other Ophiuchus.” I lifted my chin. “From what little I do know about her, she seems ruthless and I’ve played her game as a pawn way too much lately.”

Minh held out his hand. There was something in his dark eyes that made me walk forward and touch my palm to his. I don’t know if it was a siren ability drawing me forward or if he was luring me to my doom. But when I touched his skin, a shiver of pleasure washed through me and my knees nearly buckled. Was this what ancient soldiers experienced when mermaids would sing to them then drown them at the bottom of the sea?

Maybe Brice was right and I shouldn’t trust this new shifter at all because I had no idea what his motive was or if he was speaking the truth.

“Oh no, Karen,” his voice whispered over me like a lover’s caress. “You have never been a pawn.”

I bit my lip afraid if I opened my mouth, I’d ask him to kiss me. But that wouldn’t be enough. I’d want more and more until I sealed him as another member of my court.

“You are the queen, but your rival has taken two key pieces from you.”

Fear slammed into my gut. Two?
 She had my men. I was going to find this bitch and shred her until nothing was left.
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I
 spun on my heel, running toward the warehouse’s exit, water drenching every part of me but I didn’t care. The bitch had my men, regardless of which two she’d captured all of them were special to me, and she’d conjured an assassin to come after me while I was with Brice and Ben. It was enough for me to hate her for what she did to my dad and mom but now it was a whole new level of comeuppance I was going to stick up her ass.

“Karen, wait,” Ben called after me, grasping my arm. “You’re not strong enough.”

“Like hell.” I jerked from his grip. “She’s gotten away with hurting people, murdering people for too long. Someone has to put her in her place and I volunteer.”

“And she’s got her full court backing her.” His gaze softened making my throat tighten.

But I didn’t want to hear that, I wanted her to pay. I wanted my men back. My father back. Hell, I could have a dad in my life to teach me things once I broke whatever magical link she’d kept him chained to her.

“He’s right,” Brice added. “Her magic is stronger. Go up against her now and you’ll fail. She’ll kill us or keep a few as trophies.”

Minh batted at the remnants of the spelled web clinging to his dark clothes. “She has the power of all the elements of her shifters including her magic.”

“So what do you all suggest?” I glowered at them.

“You’ve got fire and air with the dragon,” Ben said. “Air with me and lots of earth shifters but you don’t have water and you need to up your magic as well.”

“Look how hard it was to beat me,” Minh said. “And you got lucky. What was that last charm you used?”

“An entrapment spell.” I shrugged. Easy to replicate, but I needed another symbol like the web to tie it to so I didn’t have to think about what it was but could remember easily.

Brice shook his head. “No. The one before that one. It blasted through the water column you were trapped inside and knocked us all back when it went off.”

“Wha—I only used a strength spell—but it didn’t work. I couldn’t break through the force field.” Unless. Had I been able to activate the four-leaf clover? I marched back to the spot in the warehouse where I’d been stuck. The charm lay broken on the cement floor. Gingerly, I touched it. Nothing. All the magic had been used up. It must have activated when I dropped it. Like it had sensed my need and helped me.

“I’m sorry for almost killing you.” Minh hung his head. “My honor says you've got the right to decide my fate. Kill me or take me whatever you wish.”

I couldn’t think about that right now. I had to get to my men. But they had a point. None of my men had the ability of a water shifter. As much as I wanted to go up against the other Ophiuchus, they were right. I was no match for her and her entourage when I barely survived Minh’s attack. If not for my lucky charm clover, I’d be dead. My aunt must have rigged it to trigger whenever I took it off the bracelet. Or knowing Jess, when my heart stopped longer than a few seconds. I needed to thank her later.

For now, I needed more men. Even though the more guys I had increased the chances of the death spell playing out, I had to take my chances. I was stuck either way, but if I completed the circle of twelve males in my court, then we had hope. Plus I needed time to gather more magical charms and whatever I could to fight her.

Minh looked at me expectantly, but he held his head high. He would obey my wishes no matter what they were.

“Listen, I can’t just agree to let you in my court,” I said, walking over to stand in front of him. “It’s not that simple. There’s a dynamic with everyone and me.”

“I understand. I’m a foreigner and you don’t know me.” He nodded. “And I tried to kill you, so why should you trust me enough to allow me into your inner circle and life?”

“Why do you even want to join with me and the others?” I titled my head to the side watching the dozens of emotions I couldn’t identify flash across his face. “You could be on your own. Do whatever you wanted and find a mate among your kind or another full-blooded shifter. I’m no one special.”

He stiffened. “The fact that you say that means that you are. You are an attractive, smart woman with a heart. Any shifter in their right mind would want to be with you.”

My cheeks heated, but I didn’t give into his flattery. He was still a stranger to me… one who had tried to kill my men and me. “Your compliments don’t faze me. I’m out to protect myself and my men and bring down the false thirteenth zodiac and free my father and the other men she’s imprisoned into her court.”

“Let me help you.”

I took a step closer to him, Brice growling a warning behind me but I stood my ground. “Why should I?”

“If you don’t accept me into your court, she’ll win. You need me as I need you.”

“How do I know she’s not doing that now and setting me up in some type of trap?”

“Feel my heart.” He tapped his chest. “And you’ll know I speak the truth.”

“Brice? Ben?” I asked them without taking my eyes of Minh.

“He could be telling the truth,” Ben answered.

“I don’t trust him.” Brice paced behind me, but I wasn’t sure how much of that was real intuition or a bit of hostility at the possible newcomer.

“One way to find out.” I placed my hand on Minh’s chest. His muscles were hard under my touch and I resisted the urge to move even closer to him. “I’ll need you to assist in the magic.”

“I’d be honored.” Minh bowed his head and placed his hand over mine.

“Revelare verum. Revelabis secreta,” I whispered.

A whoosh vibrated between us. I closed my eyes, allowing the vision to come. Pain hit my heart as men attacked Minh before he could summon his power. A woman in a hooded cloak, whispering a death spell. How he came here to kill my men and me not by his choice, but hers.

I pulled away. “It’s true.”

“Then you’ll accept me into your court?” he asked so full of hope that I couldn’t deny him.

“Yes.” The searing pain I knew would come raged over my back. My knees buckled and I fell hard on the concrete floor. Minh reached for me, cradling my head from smashing on the concrete. I couldn’t breathe as pain seared through me. My muscles seized, contracting so hard I curled into a ball.

“Let me help you,” Minh stroked my head. Coolness seeped into me and I sighed in relief. It was as though he’d taken me into a pool with cool water to ease my burn.

When my breathing returned to normal and I could move without flinching, I gave him a hug. “Thank you.”

He nodded, rubbing my back. Both Brice and Ben let out relieved huffs.

“Okay. We need to get Alessandro and my other men.” I stood on shaky legs, Minh helping me with his arm around my waist. “That bitch has two of our court and we need to get them back.”
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I
 hurried back to Alessandro’s shoe store with Ben, Brice, and Minh behind me. Going up against this bitch was going to take major backup.

The bell chimed when I pushed open the door. His chestnut hair curled down his shoulders and I suppressed a little giggle inside at seeing him. He was magnificent. But then all my men were.

“Karen, back so soon?” He frowned. “Are the shoes hurting your beautiful feet?”

“No.” I shook my head, unsure of where to begin exactly. His shifter animal of the horse was already branded on my back but I hadn’t officially invited him to my court yet. It bothered me to have to ask because what if he said no. What if he didn’t feel the same way about me as I did him—about all my guys—him wanting to take me on a few dates didn’t equal him wanting to be part of my group. Before, with Caine, Leo, Gregg, and Jerry, I hadn’t had a choice. I had bound them to me with sex. My sexual needed had threatened to drive me insane. “I know we talked about dates but I need help.”

“Anything. What can I do?” He glanced between me and the three others before returning his attention to me.

“I need you…I mean I’m asking you if you would officially join my court.”

He strode to me, his bronze skin glowing in the afternoon sunlight pouring in from the windows. Taking my hand, he lifted it and placed my palm on his chest. My breaths hitched. “I would be honored.”

I couldn’t stop staring at my touch pressed on his crisp white shirt that showed off his tanned skin. His heartbeat thrummed underneath my fingertips. When he bent down to kiss me, I rose up on my tiptoes, brushing my lips against his. A zing of excitement jumped through me and I gasped.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his dark eyes full of compassion.

Before I could answer, searing pain hit my back in the spot where Alessandro’s horse image was. I crumpled and he gathered me into his arms.

“What’s wrong, mi reina, mi amor?”

“Let me help,” Minh said.

Then his hand brushed down my back and a coolness swept over me. He took the heat somehow. When I turned to thank him, he was doubled over. Pain etched across his face.

“What is it?” Brice asked.

Ben and I shared a look. We both understood how magic worked. The bitch had activated the death curse and each time I chose another member to strengthen my side, it meant the spell could kill me or allow one of my men to kill me under her control. But Minh had taken all of that into himself to ease my pain. It was too much for him.

“We have to help him,” I said, my throat raw. “Dissipate the magic…spread it out.”

“How?” Brice looked from me to Minh.

“Quickest way would be sex magic.” I kicked off my boots and yanked my T-shirt over my head.

“Now you’re talking.” Brice gave me a grin that any other time would’ve made my knees weak.

“Sorry, not this time.” I fumbled with my jeans. Then removed my panties and bra. Naked, chills danced across my skin.

Ben shook his head. “It has to be with new loves. Pure sex—the first encounter—it’s one of the most powerful rituals aside from blood magic and can’t be duplicated. Once people have sex, they have a soul bond with each other. This bonding will sever the curse for now.”

“You’re shitting me,” Brice said. “Soul bond? That’s fucking crazy.”

“He’s right.” I nodded to Alessandro who helped me take off Minh’s clothes. “I can’t do the sex magic alone; the curse is too powerful now.”

“I understand.” His jaw was set but worry and unease remained in his gaze. “And I still want to go on those dates with you once all this settles down.”

His sexy accent made my skin heat. I loved the fact that despite all this craziness that he wanted to woo me. Hell, all he had to do was talk in that baritone timbre of his and I’d melt.

We stripped Minh’s pants and underwear down to his knees as he writhed across the ground. I cupped his face in my hands willing him to focus on me for a second.

“I want your consent,” I said. “If you don’t want to do this then we can try something else.” I really hoped he understood and agreed. I wouldn’t force him no matter what. I wouldn’t turn into a woman that did that nor would I allow any of my men to do the same. Free will. His choice.

Gritting his teeth, he nodded, sweat beading across his skin.

“Hurry,” I glanced behind me at Ben. “We’ll need a conduit to keep the energy from exploding.”

“I’ll keep a shield up and absorb any excess energy you three can’t handle.” Ben gave me a nod.

Brice hurried to the front of the store, locked the door, and closed the blinds.

My hands shaking, I pushed gently against Minh’s chest. I’d never performed sex magic before but I understood the basics. He grunted, his body so hot under my touch.

I didn’t have a charm to aid my magic but I laid my body across his. Slowly, I rubbed all of me up and down his hard muscles. My breasts caressing up his legs, his groin, his chest, to his lips then back down again. Three times back and forth until a bit of the anguish fell from his expression. In place of the pain was a feral hunger that took my breath away. The magic was working.

“Et erunt solum meum est,” I said, breathlessly. “Ego vester sum, et vos mei.”

Leaning back, I sat on his thighs and caressed his cock. I placed one of his hands on my breasts. Alessandro knelt beside me and massaged my other breasts.

I leaned my head back, enjoying the sensations of these two new men. How their hands felt on my flesh. The sounds of their breathing. Their scents of saltwater and sunshine, of spicy cinnamon and chili pepper.

Minh’s cock twitched in my hand. It was working. I squeezed and pumped my hand up and down on him while he groaned and tweaked my nipple. He drew me forward, crushing my lips in desperation that stole my breath. Desire exploded.

He cupped my ass, drawing me to his straining cock. His lips devouring mine like he was going to inhale me. And I couldn’t get enough.

His kisses moved to my neck then he hoisted me up, closing his lips over my nipple and sucking so hard I screamed in pleasure. Moisture pooled deep in my belly and I rocked against him. Needing him inside me. Burning up from the inside out.

The magic spiraled between us. A friction like static electricity waiting to pop. It was too much. I couldn’t hold it.

Minh bellowed and pressed me down onto his cock. I sucked in a breath as he penetrated me. I was so wet that he slid in perfectly. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

I repeated the earlier chant as I tried to hold onto the magic raging between us. Threatening to devour us. “Et erunt solum meum est.” I held out a shaky hand to Alessandro. “Ego vester sum, et vos mei.”

He scooted in behind me, his member slick with some type of lubricant. I angled up so he could have access to my ass. He pushed in the first centimeter. My asshole was super tight and he felt so good.

My whole body trembling against the burning lashes across my back. Minh let out a strangled cry.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Alessandro whispered. His eyes were full of desire mixed with lust that was taking him over.

“Please, do it now. I want you inside me all the way. Join with us,” I panted.

He pushed his dick into me as he spread my cheeks wide. I gasped as a rush of dizziness and pain soared through me. Shocked as he pushed in more and a headiness filled me. I felt him twitch, the one he was thrusting inside. Straining to go slow and let me adjust to him. I started spasming around him and Minh. Bringing myself and them closer and closer to mind-fucking orgasms.

But then pleasure encased me as Alessandro slid in deeper. I gasped. How was it he seemed to grow inside me? Get even bigger?

God, he felt so fucking amazing. They all did. I closed my eyes and let out a low moan.

Their combined thrusts sending me over the edge. “Fuck me. Fuck me hard and fast.”

They increased their pace and I shattered between them. As they pounded away, I came, for the second time. It was hot, raw, screaming, angry, beautiful.

Alessandro held my hips in place, lifting my ass and plunging deeper inside me. Minh thrust in harder and deeper. I yelped in pleasure as my vision turned spotting. My limbs going weak, but they held me between them.

My men were making me cum like I had never cum in my life. Every time they pumped into me, they took me to new heights. I was so dizzy with mingling desire and pleasure that I was panting for breath.

Alessandro’s fingers squeezing my ass, almost bruising. Euphoria. His hardness pressing into me deeper, touching secret places inside me that sent me mewling in pleasure.

Minh’s hands held me in place as he thrust in me, matching Alessandro’s rhythm. Both of them filling me and driving me mad with passion. It was incredible. And when I climaxed the desire and heat inside me didn’t stop. It only intensified.

I began to thrash and writhe with their grinding, bringing myself closer to another orgasm. I arched into them and took them as deeply as I could.

"Do you like this? Do you want it more?" Minh asked breathlessly.

I couldn’t answer. Couldn’t form the words on my tongue. My body was shaking, but I couldn’t stop moaning. They kept fucking me and kept pumping their cocks into me.

Their two cocks were sliding in and out of me, filling me and fucking me good. I tried to scream but my voice wouldn’t work. They were tearing my pussy and ass apart, sending me to heaven.

I was completely lost in the heat of the moment, forgetting I was the one who'd come to them for relief. My body quaked and I felt everything rush to my sex, all of my other senses flooding in on top of the intensified sensations of two men inside me, making me cum my brains out. Sweat trickled down my face and I was panting and moaning.

Both kept thrusting me, leaving me writhing in ecstasy. The slaps of our flesh filling the room. Minh tweaked my nipples with his hands and another orgasm threw me up to the sky. When I came back down, both of them were still pounding me.

The magic swirled around us, bouncing back and forth and zinging across my skin making the hairs on my arms stand up, but we rode out the storm, our bodies thrusting together. I spotted Ben in the corner, stroking himself while Brice did the same thing from the other side. Their sexual energy adding to ours and helping seal the magic.

An ache built deep within me, an aching heat in the core of me. I arched against the sensation as though I was shot with electricity. My entire body filled with rushing heat. Their thrusts increasing, crushing me between them. In and out, they sank into me deeper, harder. Until my orgasm screamed out of me. The magic bursting from Minh, into me to Alessandro then back to me.

Both Brice and Ben groaned, falling to their knees as they came.

We’d done it. Buffered the magic. But Minh flicked my nipples, his cock still erect inside me. Alessandro pumped int my ass harder and harder, stealing my breath. Another orgasm raced through me.

“Forget the spell. You’re ours,” Minh purred.
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A
 moan vibrated in my throat as Minh and Alessandro pumped inside me. Pleasure wrapping around my core.

“You like this, don’t you?” Minh asked.

Before I could answer, his hand slid down to my breast, tweaking the sensitive nipple. My sex clenched as an ache spread through me.

Alessandro clutched my ass, digging his fingers into my flesh in as he pounded me harder and harder. “Cum again, mi corazón.”

“Fuck!” I whimpered as another orgasm rose. My body rushed heat and the delightful heaviness of having two men inside me, filling me completely. Their presence chased away all thoughts.

Minh lifted my face with his fingertips under my chin and kissed me. I tasted the sweet and saltiness of him. Then I broke off the kiss as Alessandro mounted behind me. He grabbed my hair in his hand and pulled me to the side so he could reach around to my mouth. It was awkward, but I didn’t care. His kiss tasted wild, free, like running through a meadow. Thrilling. Both men were magnetic, and I was drawn to them… all of them.

I met Ben’s eyes as he stroked himself, his gaze half closed. Brice groaned, the wolf within rumbling as he too found his pleasure.

The tempo Minh and Alessandro kept in me was growing maddening. I wanted more. Faster. Harder. I shifted my hips, egging on my two men. Alessandro held my ass firmer, holding me in place as he ground himself deeper into me.

“God, you feel so good.” Minh clenched his teeth, and I loved seeing his expression go from fierce to peaceful.

Alessandro cupped my breast with one hand, teasing my nipple. My climax soared out of me, and I screamed. He finished inside me, warmth shot up into my belly.

“Fuck!” Brice standing apart watching us found his release, then gave me a wink and a smile.

Ben leaned back in a chair, his eyes closed and his face in euphoria.

Minh, Alessandro and I held each other. The three of us while we caught our breath. My back didn’t hurt anymore. We’d nullified the spell!

“Better?” Minh smoothed my hair out of my face and tucked it behind my ears.

“Hell yes.” I moved to stand, groaning because I didn’t want to get up. I wanted to lay there in their arms and forget my troubles. Let Brice and Ben come pleasure me and I would rock their world as well. Have another round or two with Alessandro and Minh. But there wasn’t time for that. The other Ophiuchus’ bitch had taken my men, sent Minh to kill the rest and me, placed the death spell on me. I had my circle of eight men now. It was time to put her into permanent retirement. But first I needed to gather a lot more magical charms. “We need to rescue the others and put down the other court for good.”

“What’s the plan?” Minh asked.

“First, I need to see my Aunt Jess.” I glanced outside, how had it gotten so late so fast? It was pitch black outside and I stifled a yawn. “What time is it?”

Ben pulled out his cell. “After two a.m.”

Damn. We needed sleep. “Any messages from the others?”

He shook his head.

“Okay, let’s get some sleep until dawn then head out.”

“My apartment’s above,” Alessandro said.

“Great.” I blinked hard, feeling like I was going to fall asleep on my feet. “The sooner we get a few hours, the sooner we can go check with my aunt.”

Alessandro led us up to his one-bedroom apartment. Pictures of meadows lined the walls. Naked, I fell into his king-size bed with him snuggling against my back. Ben laid on the other side of me while Minh picked a recliner in the corner.

“What about you?” I asked Brice.

He shook his head. “I’m not tired. I’ll keep watch and wake you at dawn.”

“Are you sure?” I frowned.

“Get some sleep.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “We leave in a few hours.”

Ben was softly snoring already and soon I drifted off as well.






* * *




The next morning,
 I groaned when Brice whispered it was time to wake up. Then the events of yesterday zipped through my mind and I sat bolt upright.

“What time is it?” My heart racing as I scrambled out of bed.

“Just after dawn. The others have been up for half an hour.” Brice handed me a T-shirt. “Here, yours is pretty torn up in the back.”

“Thanks.” My face flushed and I accepted the bright yellow shirt with a bull fighter image on the front.

“No problem. Alessandro left it for you.”

I needed a shower and a toothbrush, but both would have to wait. Dressing quickly in my jeans from yesterday that had dried and Alessandro’s matador shirt, I raced to the small kitchen where my men were sipping coffee and eating donuts. I grabbed a chocolate filled one and accepted a cup of coffee from Minh. The sweet, savory flavor filled my mouth as I took a bite. “What’s the fastest way to get to Chestnut Street?”

“You may ride me,” Alessandro bowed his head.

“A horse?” Ben snorted. “No, an eagle or a griffin would be faster.”

“Agreed.” Minh nodded. “Flying would be quicker than even going by water.”

“I’m not flying anywhere.” Brice paled. “My feet like staying on the ground.”

The idea of flying on a griffin made me curious and nervous at the same time. “I’ve ridden with an eagle before. Ben and I will meet you guys there. Unless one of you wants to ride with us?”

“We’ll race you there.” Alessandro gave me a wicked smile that quickened my pulse.

“Deal.”

I walked out of the shoe store hand in hand with Ben while the others locked up the store.

“Let’s go into the alley so the humans won’t see me transform—then my magic can shield us from their eyes while we fly.”

I bit my lip, bouncing on my toes. “Could you fly us in your griffin form? I’ve never seen one in real life before.”

He gave me a sideways glance as if he was unsure I’d be okay with his other shifter animal before nodding. “Yes.”

I kissed him on the cheek, then backed away to give him room to shift.

“Keep a lookout, okay?” he asked. “I won’t be able to hide us until the transformation is complete.”


Which was probably how humans knew about griffins.
 I nodded and ducked around the corner. People milled past on their way to and from lunch. One guy sauntered by carrying several pizza boxes and my stomach rumbled. I’d grab food at Aunt Jess’ house.

Two kids walked a poodle while their mom or nanny chatted on her phone. The dog sniffed my boots and I bent down to pet it.

“Such a cutie, what’s his name?” I asked.

“Bingo.” The little girl grinned. “Mom says if we take good care of him, then we can get one for me. This one is my brother’s.”

The boy beside her nodded. “She’s lucky, I had to wait eight years to get a dog and she could get one before she’s six.”

“Well, Bingo is lucky to have you both.” I stood as they left for the traffic crossing. But then Bingo barked, straining against the little girl’s hold, straight for the alley.

Before I could help, Bingo raced away.

Ben! Had he changed yet? “Bingo, stop!” I yelled after the dog with the two kids chasing after me. Please let Ben be invisible. How would I explain a life-size griffin?

I skidded to a stop. There stood Ben in a full-on griffin form. His white wings merged into a lion’s golden body. Bingo barked at him and Ben roared back.


Fuck!


“W-What is that?” The little boy paled. He snatched up his sister’s hand to keep her from getting closer.

“It’s a… mechanical prop… like for a movie,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “Looks real, doesn’t it?”

They both nodded with huge eyes.

“Can we touch it?” the girl asked.

I spared a glaze at Ben who let out a puff of air. “Sure but be quick.”

Both scooted forward with petrified looks on their faces. Ben lowered his head for them to pet him.

“He’s so soft. Can he fly?” the boy asked.

“Only with wires and stuff.” I smiled.

“Jamie, Alicia! Where are you?” their mom’s voice echoed into the alleyway.

“Hey, your mom is worried about you both.” I picked up Bingo’s leash. “Better go and let her know you’re okay and don’t go down an alley alone again without your mom or dad.”

Both kids tore up the alley shouting to their mom to come and see the winged kitty. I let out a chuckle and Ben bumped my back with his head.

“Right.” We had to get going. The kids would have quite the tale, but we couldn’t wait around for their mom to see us as well. I climbed onto his back, the golden lion part of his body while his head and neck were a giant eagle’s. The fur was smooth and soft. His wings unfurled and he flapped them hard, my hair flying forward from the movement.

“But Mommy, come see,” Jamie, the boy, was pleading.

I patted Ben’s golden fur and we lunched up into the air. Below us, the two kids and Mom glanced up and down the alley. Alicia shielded her eyes and stared directly at me. “Maybe his wings did work,” she said.

“That’s enough of this, let’s go to the zoo, then you can see regular lions and not ones with wings.” The mom bustled them out of the alley.

We flew toward my aunt’s house, the wind buffeting my clothes and hair. My thighs throbbed at holding onto Ben’s lion body, but this was the most amazing ride ever. Well, second to Caine’s dragon form. The sun warmed me while we flew over traffic and a school letting out for recess. I tapped his neck as we neared my aunt’s neighborhood.

“You can land in her backyard, there’s plenty of open space.” I’d spent many years playing out there. She’d built a playground for me, but once it rusted years ago, she’d torn it down. I was sad to see it go and had pictured my kids playing on the swings and monkey bars too. When I had moved out on my own to a small apartment, I’d missed having a yard. But now I lived in a mansion on top of a mountain with four men… soon to be eight if we could get the others back and their approval. Caine’s dragon lair had enough room for an army.

The lights were off inside. Was Aunt Jess sleeping? A pang of guilt hit me at remembering the last time I was there. She’d kept the truth about my mother and father both from me. My anger and sense of betrayal getting the better of me and I’d left abruptly.

I climbed off Ben and let him shift back as I walked to the backdoor. My insides tangling on worry and fear. With my heart in my throat, I knocked on the door.

“Aunt Jess? It’s me, Karen.” But there was no sound from inside. I knocked again, louder. My breaths turning into pants. Why wasn’t she answering? I’d seen her Dodge truck when we flew over.

“Everything all right?” Ben asked behind me. He’d changed back into his human form and was dressed in Khaki shorts and a blue Polo shirt.

“I don’t know.” I bit my lip. “Her car is here but she’s not answ—”

A shriek sounded from inside the house and all the hairs on my arms stood up.
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“K
 aren, wait,” Ben called after me, but I tore toward the backdoor, casting a quick open spell that blast the wooden door to splinters.

I dashed inside. “Aunt Jess!”

No answer but the scent of burnt magic hung in the air like a thick cloud. My breaths turned to pants as I raced through the house.

“Jess!” I called again, choking on the leftover fumes.

Ben swore as he ran behind me to catch up.

My heart leaped into my throat as I raced to her bedroom. When I opened the door, smoke billowed out, nearly knocking me to my knees in the aftermath of some huge spell.

“Careful.” Ben pulled me back then he whispered, “Haec purgare domum.” His enchantment pushed the smoke out of the house and opened all the windows at the same time. A pop detonated in the air.

I sat on the edge of her bed. Glowing words across the headboard made my chest hurt and I clenched my fists in response.


Bring me your men and I will spare your aunt. Defy me and she dies. Meet me at Trinity Private School after sundown.



You have until tomorrow at midnight.



Magda


That bitch had my aunt. She’d killed my mom and probably did the same with my dad. There was no backing down now or negotiating… not that there ever was that chance.

“Karen, we need to talk about this with the others.” Ben rubbed my shoulder. “We can’t go into her court unprepared.”

“Watch me.” I pushed off the bed and marched downstairs. We had less than a day to prepare. I could do this. Somehow I had to.

In the kitchen, I opened my aunt’s magical charm drawer. The one she always kept for my stuff. I hadn’t needed a charm to blast the door earlier, but I couldn’t count on being able to do that again. My magic needed a focal point to work. Must have been my panic at my aunt’s scream that allowed me to blow the door in. Several silver charms were clustered together. A sword, circle, pentagram, flower and a few others.

I had no idea which ones she imbued with magic for what purpose but I scooped them all up and added them to the charm bracelet around my wrist. My insides quaked. What would she do with my aunt? I felt hollow inside as if my bones had been scooped out. God, Aunt Jess!


Why had I run off when I was here last? I should’ve asked her to explain what she’d done to keep my mother alive long enough to have me. If she thought my father was still alive or not. I could’ve worked with her to make these and known their purpose. Brainstormed how to stop the death spell. What charms I might need.

Now all of that was gone because of my ego and pride. I was the lowest person on the planet. If I had stayed, Aunt Jess would be okay. We’d have fought this bitch and I’d be better prepared to fight instead of on the verge of losing my shit.

“Karen?” Ben said my name in a soft voice. “We’ll get her back, you know that, don’t you?”

I nodded. Yes, deep in my gut I knew. But at what cost? I wasn’t a fool. Going up against this witch with an ancient, full court at her disposal was going to be like walking up Mount Everest with a two-hundred-pound weight attached to my back.

And I was facing her with a partial court, charms that I didn’t know what they were attuned to do, and my emotions skyrocketing all over the place.

Was Aunt Jess being hurt right now because of me? Which two of my men had she captured? Caine? How powerful was she to take on a dragon? Unless she used an illusion spell to trick him into thinking she was me until she got close enough. I covered my mouth with my hand, nausea swimming in my gut. What about Gregg? Or since I left Leo at home alone had she broken through the dragon’s security and taken him along with Jerry when he’d shown back up?

Ben held me as I cried. A short time later, Minh, Brice and Alessandro pulled up. They didn’t say anything, but gathered me up in a group hug. Taking a shaky breath, I pulled back. My hand shook as I placed the next charm.

Ben placed his hand over mine. “Allow me.”

I nodded not trusting my voice to say anything or I’d start balling. Now wasn’t the time for tears but for fighting. I would do what a half-coyote/half-witch could do to get my aunt and my men back.
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Chapter 24











B
 en flew me to Caine’s mansion in his griffin form while my insides twisted into knots. Who would be there to greet us? Which of my men had this hateful woman captured?

Most of the lights were out when we landed on the patio. Ben’s griffin form fit easily in the huge patio that had been designed to allow Caine in his full dragon form to land.

“Karen?” Leo rushed outside, then stopped short at seeing Ben. “Fuck, is that a hippogriff?”

“Griffin,” I corrected. Before I dismounted, I rubbed Ben’s eagle head and his lion’s tail swished behind him.

Then Minh, Brice, and Alessandro climbed off Ben as well before he transformed back into his human form.

“Who else is here?” I asked.

“Just me and Gregg. Why?” Leo looked from me to the others, sizing them up. “Who are they?”

“My middle court.” Would he accept my decision? Or would there be hostility between my lovers? Eight men. I shook my head. I’d never in my wildest dreams believed I’d have these many men in my life, in my bed, and in my heart.

“Ah.” He shrugged. “As long as I still get time with you and alone time like we had after poker, I’m good.” He hooked his thumbs in the front loop of his jeans. “But it’s not me you need to worry about. Caine accepts us because he knew us before we met you. Not sure how your dragon will feel about these four.”

“He doesn’t have a choice.” I lifted my chin. “It’s my court, not his. I rule it as I see fit.” No way could I push any of my men away. Each held a piece of my heart. But there were more important things right now than my dragon’s jealousy.

“What’s going on here?” Gregg asked. His dark skin seeming to shine against the golden shirt he wore and my breath caught. God, I’d missed him. And Leo. And Jerry and Caine.

“Let Leo and the others fill you in. I need to get ready for a meeting.” Or my funeral.
 I clenched my fists. No, I couldn’t think like that.
 Rage snapped through my veins. I had to beat this bitch no matter what it took. She had to pay for what she’d done.

I went into the house and emptiness inside with the men outside and knowing that Jerry and Caine were gone pressed in on me. Dragons were wicked hard to capture even for witches but not impossible. Just how powerful was she? Shadows stretched across our bedroom. How long had it been since the five of us had made love in this bed and fell asleep all tangled in each other’s arms, legs, and blankets? I sank to the floor, pressing a hand to my chest to ease the ache there. Seemed like a lifetime ago.

And I wanted my life back with all my men: old and new. I was maimed though with two missing and still not completing my court. But I couldn’t sit around doing nothing.

The silver charm bracelet on my wrist felt heavier than it had ever been when I lifted it. I had to test out the charms to figure out what they did but even that was a crapshoot. I never had gotten Jess to explain to me how she activated the spells, attaching them to the charms so that they’d work perfectly with my magic as a half-witch. Without them, I could do little.

Except when I’d blasted in Jess’ door. Could I do that again? I shook my head. My desperation and anger had come together in exactly the right way and time to work. My magic was too unpredictable to count on that. I had to have a focal point to activate any spell I wanted to use or either it could backfire or not work at all. I couldn’t take that risk.

Blowing out a breath, I centered myself. Imagined my legs part of a tree’s roots. Every inhale my roots went deeper into the ground. I fingered the first charm, a triangle. The magic tingled across my fingers. The power of three. A protection spell. I moved to the next silver symbol of a sword. This one felt like icy-fire in my hand. A weapon of ice and fire that I could slice through my enemies. Next, I fingered the pentagram and a shock vibrated through my palm. I winced, dropping the charm. I rubbed my hand against my jeans. Holy hell that hurt. I’d no idea what magical spell Jess had packed into this one but I was categorizing it under defensive and attack magic.

I went through as many of the charms as I could before my body was drained. A glance at the clock told me I’d been working on this for hours. There were still a dozen left but I could hardly keep my eyes open.

I unhinged my legs that had grown stiff and padded to the kitchen with the scent of grilled cheese and tomato soup luring in me.

“Thought food would bring you out of your trance.” Leo gave me a cocky smile and my heart lurched.

“Thanks. I’m famished.”

“Good.” Gregg pushed a plate of buttery, toasted cheesy bread at me and a cup of soup. “You saved me lecturing you about keeping up your strength.”

I gave him a wink, but then plowed into the food. It wasn’t as fancy as Jerry’s cooking, but it warmed and filled. “I’ve got dozens more charms to work through, this was a wonderful treat though.”

“It’s late.” Ben gave my hand a squeeze, then picked up my empty dishes. “Get some rest. I can help you with the charms tomorrow.”

As much as I didn’t want to stop and sleep, I knew he was right. My shoulders sagged a bit. “All right.”

Alessandro carried me to my old bedroom, laying me on the mattress. Too bad there wasn’t room for all my men in this bed. He squeezed in beside me. “Sleep, Karen. One of us will be here with you while the others keep guard.”

“But you all need to rest too.” I yawned.

“We will.”

I couldn’t keep my eyes open but fell into a peaceful sleep with his arms around me.






* * *




I woke
 to an empty bed and my heart lurched. But I was certain the guys were still here even though the time said it was nearly one in the afternoon. I took a quick shower to help energize myself. After I dressed, I hurried downstairs to the sounds of men talking.

“Here.” Leo pushed a sandwich into my hands. “I can’t wait until Jerry’s back so he can cook. Sorry it’s not fancier.”

“It’s great.” I took the food along with bottled water that Minh offered me. “Have you all eaten already?”

They nodded. Gregg leaned up against the counter with a beer in his hand. I wanted to kiss him and taste the alcohol on his lips, but I couldn’t. I needed to be fully functional to fight with my magic. Having a sip of a drink could tip the balance and we’d all lose. Both Minh and Ben drank water too. Brice stood outside on the balcony smoking a cigarette while Leo slapped together two more sandwiches and handed one to me and the other to Alessandro.

“One is plenty.” I forced a smile, but it felt fake with all the worry churning in my gut.

“We’ll bring it with us.” Leo wrapped it up and tucked it in his jacket pocket. “I’ll get the van ready.”

“No need,” Ben said. “The shifter vaults have granted me a temporary teleportation spell to get us there. Especially since the vaults were broken into earlier.”

I choked on a piece of the peanut butter sandwich. “Wh-What?”

“Remember the phone call I had to take when you met Brice?” He faced me with a determined look on his face. “The shifter elders want you as their thirteenth zodiac, not this woman that no one has been able to stop in three decades. If that means bending the rules and working with magic shifter-users to help us…”

“But that doesn’t mean they’ll come to our aid, does it?” They wouldn’t want to damage any chance of peace with whoever won this fight by siding completely with me and my men.

“I’m afraid not.” He stared down at his hands.

“Hey, it’s not your fault.” I put down my sandwich on the counter and crossed the kitchen to him, wrapping him in a hug. “Thank you for negotiating this much for us.”

“I wish I had better news,” he said in a melancholy tone and pulled out of my embrace.

This didn’t sound good and my guess was it was really bad. “Any idea who broke into the vaults? What information did they get?” I asked.

“It had to be one of the witch’s shifters.” His expression darkened. “Because all the dragon magic boxes were taken.”

“Caine.” My heart clenched so hard it felt like someone was squeezing it. “That’s how she got him by using the spells to trap him.”

He nodded, hugging me again. “I’m so sorry, Karen.” Then Leo, Gregg, Minh, Alessandro, and even Brice joined in the group hug. Peace filled me. This would be perfect if Caine and Jerry were here too.

With my dragon and all his secret magic spells at her disposal, how would we defeat her? It was like going up against a monsoon with a bucket.

After a long pause, I leaned back, scrubbing a hand over my face. “All right guys, let’s go rescue the others and put that bitch in her place.”
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Chapter 25











H
 ours later, Ben and I had gone through dozens more charms, but there were still too many left to research, however, we were out of time. Midnight was minutes away and we had to leave now so I could get Caine, Jerry, and my Aunt Jess back.

“What do we do?” Leo asked Ben. “Chant or something to get us to Trinity Private School?”

“No, just be in a circle together,” I answered, pushing my dark hair off my shoulder. “I’ll get the salt.”

Even though I wasn’t a full-blooded magic user, Jess had taught me as much as she could. Learning magic and using the power were two different things. Like whenever I watched those baking shows that made their magnificent creations look simple and easy, but whenever I tried to replicate them, ended up resembling an alien that had its insides bubbling out.

So glad Jerry was a chef who was amazing in the kitchen and in bed. What was that horrible woman doing to him right now? I drew out the canister of salt and slammed the cabinet closed. Or Caine? Was she torturing them? Cutting off his dragon claws for a spell? Bewitching them and making them fuck her? Bile rose in the back of my throat. My hands started to shake.

“Whoa, let me take the salt.” Gregg eased the salt out of my grip.

I took a deep breath, hating that we were in this mess. That we had to risk our lives all because this woman couldn’t step down and retire. How she’d coveted other peoples’ mates and had killed my mother in order to capture my father.

“It’ll be easier to cast the circle outside.” Ben gestured to the patio door. “Traveling from one outside location to another.”

“Why does it matter?” Alessandro asked.

“Teleporting into a building can be tricky as hell,” I added. If Ben was a full-magic user, I wouldn’t have worried about moving between time and space with him. He was stronger than me, in that he didn’t have to have talismans to help him. But how far his magic could go, I wasn’t willing to take that chance.

Ben nodded. “Exactly.”

The seven of us moved out onto the balcony, watching in silence as Ben poured a circle of salt around us.

Alessandro grasped my hand as he stood beside me. “We’ve got this. Let’s go get your other lovers back.”

I leaned against his shoulder. Ben stood in front of me with his eyes closed. His blond-white hair blew in the breeze. Brice clasped my free hand while Leo, Minh, and Gregg pressed behind me. Here I felt safe, loved. My life was nearly perfect. All I had to do was get Caine, Jerry, and my Aunt Jess back.

The wind kicked up around us as Ben concentrated on enclosing us in the magic. Minh added his power and the circle popped into existence and the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck rose. Heat enveloped us. We were cut off from the natural world. A leaf blew across the top of the circle but none of us felt its breeze. Then Minh and Ben teleported our circle to the private school. One second we were on Caine’s patio, the next the outside world swirled faster than a merry-go-round and we landed in the school’s parking lot.

“Fuck! I hate flying,” Brice cursed, “and whatever the hell we just did.”

“It’s over now.” I kissed his cheek.

“Yeah, now the fun part of kicking ass.” Leo cracked his knuckles.

Minh gave me a nod while Alessandro’s smile threatened to make my knees buckle if we were anywhere else but here. Ben took a defensive position at my right while Gregg stood at my left.

For years, it had been just Aunt Jess and me. Now I had these amazing men in my life and I wasn’t going to give up any of them. Ever.

A shimmer of silver rained down five feet away. Three figures emerged from the glittery curtain. A woman with gray hair wearing a dark blue tank top, a grizzly bear and a dragon.

“Caine! Jerry!” I pushed forward but Gregg and Ben grasped my arms, keeping me back.

“If I had known that my death spell so many years ago had left behind a runt, I’d have finished the job when you were still in the cradle,” the woman said in a melodious voice. She had to be Magda.

A siren? Or maybe she was a half-breed like me and had inherited the silver tongue of the mermaids who lured sailors to their death.

“You have your own court,” I said, breaking from their hold. “Why take my men? My aunt? Why kill my mother just because you lusted after my father?”

Her face scrunched up as if she’d eaten sour candy. “Lust? No, my dear, you’ve got it backward. Your father was already a part of my harem when your mother stole him away from me.”

That wasn’t true. It couldn’t be. I shook my head, wrapping my arms around my middle.

“She tried to ensnare him with her magic,” Magda continued. “Fed him lies. When he kept coming back to me, she got desperate. Told him she was pregnant.”

“No.” My insides turned to cement. None of this was true…it couldn’t be.

“Of course, I thought it was a ruse.” She chuckled. “Didn’t think that she was actually carrying a child, but even if she was, you should’ve died with her.”

My parents loved each other. They had to have. I’d have known if my mom had bewitched my dad. Aunt Jess would’ve told me—right? But then she hadn’t given me all of the truth until I confronted her. Was this another secret she’d been afraid to let me know? Shielding me from the reality because it was too painful? Is that why I’d never seen any pictures of my father before? No wedding pictures or snapshots of him with my mom or holding me. Acid filled the back of my mouth.

All my life my aunt had lived and preached to me the three-fold law—any magic I did could whiplash back to me three times as bad. We never practiced love spells or anything that would take away someone’s free will. Was that because of what my mother had done?

“So,” she continued, “As far as I’m concerned, your men are mine.”

“Never!” Suddenly, the late evening air was too hot, stifling even and my stomach tightened. Despite what she said, all my men had chosen me and I, them. There was no cohesion or magic involved. If anything, I’d even refused Caine, my first lover, before the heat of having to mate overtook me. We were all drawn to each other. Lust yes, and love. Not twisted intimacy based on lies.

“My court is held with honesty, self-respect, and love,” I said, stepping forward.

Magda laughed. “You’ve got spunk just like your mother. But what did I expect from the daughter of a harlot?” She snorted. Both Jerry and Caine in their animal forms glancing from me to her. “Finish my work, boys, kill her.”
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Chapter 26











C
 aine erupted off the ground in his dragon form, low but aiming straight at me. My heart slammed into my throat and I tore off the circle charm.

“Praesidium!” I yelled then tossed the silver circle onto the ground. A magical shield vibrated around my men and me. But Caine crashed on top of the sphere, his magic chewing at the edges. Shit!


A loud crack sounded behind us and I spun. Jerry as a grizzly pounded at the magical orb.

“This isn’t going to hold long.” I turned to Ben and Minh. “Everyone who can shift, do so except the magic users.” Magda wanted to fight dirty using my court? Two could play at that game and my men were stronger in their animal forms than human ones.

“What do you have in mind?” Minh asked.

I shook my wrist unsure of anything at this moment. “Improvise. She’s only got Caine and Jerry with her so I’m hoping her overconfidence is a weak point. We attack her with all we’ve got.”

“What about the dragon?” Ben asked, eyeing Caine as the dragon blew fire at our magical shield. “He’s got magic and power of his beast behind him.”

“Let me hold off the dragon as long as I am able,” Minh bowed, “It would be an honor to protect you and our court.”

I kissed his cheek, my insides twisting. We barely knew each other yet the bond between us—all of us was so strong—it was as if we'd known each other for years yet the passion and excitement still beat fiercely.

“A horse against a grizzly?” Alessandro shook his head. “And a dragon? You people have lost your mind.”

Brice clapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll have a wolf as your back up, but they can’t do anything if they can’t catch you, right? Bet you’re fast on those horse legs of yours.”

I smiled, but another blast of Caine’s power had the ground vibrating under our feet.

“A grizzly might outweigh me, but I’m a better dancer than Jerry even on a bad day.” Gregg unbuttoned his shirt in preparation for his transformation into his silver-back form.

Leo roared in answer, already having shifted into a golden lion.

“Gregg and I will fight the grizzly.” Brice nodded, yanking his T-shirt over his head. His wolf and skull tattoos flexing with his muscles. “Alessandro, you lead him away from Karen and the others.”

“If Caine takes the bait too, Leo and I will have your back,” Ben said.

“That will leave you and Minh alone to fight Magda,” Alessandro frowned. “I don’t like you being that vulnerable.”

The magic circle around us trembled, a gust of wind sweeping through as Jerry and Caine pounded on the protection.

“We might not have a choice.” I swallowed down the scratchy boulder pressing on the inside of my throat. “But Magda must pay for what she’s done. Hurry!”

My heart yearned to keep them all safe. Protect them as they were willing to do for me. But if I didn’t stop Magda, she could take over more of my men. What would I do if I had to face all of them on my own? I shuddered.

The circle split apart with a boom that blew fragments in every direction. Jerry was knocked backward. In his horse form, Alessandro kicked him in the head with the back of his hooves.

Jerry growled, righting himself, and Alessandro took off. His copper mane was magnificent as he raced around the parking lot with Jerry huffing after him. Both my wolf and gorilla chased after the grizzly.

Caine narrowed his eyes at me. A puff of smoke seeping from his nostrils. Shit, he hadn’t blinked when the others took off. Leo stepped in front of Minh and me. Even in his lion form, he looked like a miniature golden cat facing Godzilla
 . With one swipe of his claws, Caine hurled Leo into a dumpster twenty feet away. The crash grating through every fiber of my being and my lion lay on his side, unmoving.

My chest constricted. “Leo!”

“Finish her,” Magda said as she laughed. “And I will make you my king as you’ve always wanted.”

His emerald scales flashed in the fading sunlight as he charged toward me.

“Caine, no!” I yelled. “Fight this—Fight her. I love you.”

He batted Ben aside as if shooing a fly. My heart slammed against my breastbone and I yanked off a charm. I didn’t even have time to see which one it was.

“Rigescunt indutae!” I threw the silver charm at him.

At the same time, Minh chanted beside me. His blast of water hitting Caine the same time my magic had done. Ice crystalized over my dragon. He froze…unmoving.

The air hissed out of my lungs.

A blast of magic hit me in the stomach, knocking me on my ass. I smacked into the ground. Pain radiating up my hip.

“How dare you!” Magda seethed, her face scrunching up. “You think you’re superior to me? I am the greatest Ophiuchus that ever lived. Too many have come to take my throne, but I have always won.”

I stood, my leg throbbing. “Yet you use your power to control your men and court. Without it, none would stand beside you. None would fight for you.”

Minh’s arms trembled as he replenished the water to my freezing spell, sucking up the water around us, trying to keep Caine from busting through the magic and escaping. “I-I cannot hold him for long.”

“You may have won the heart back of your water mage,” she narrowed her eyes, a glimmer of magic fading from her palm, “But I have your precious dragon and grizzly. Soon I will have more of what never should’ve been yours in the first place.”

“No!” I leaped toward her, grasping several charms at the same time. “Revelare ac clade.”

The silver struck the ground in front of her and a flash of lightning erupted. I closed my eyes, momentarily blinded. Strong hands yanked me back.

Magda stood looking like a cross between the oldest cadaver in the world and a demon. Her skin was decayed while her eyes were burning coals. Fangs protruded out of her mouth and her lips were peeled back over her teeth. A black heart beat in her chest that seemed to suck the life from around her. Was that what gave her, her power? How she was so strong after all these years?

Behind her, dozens of cages winked in and out of my vision. Each held a different man or beast. And I knew she was draining them, their power. Two figures I recognized blinked into view. My Aunt Jess in one, falling on her knees and bleeding from her nose and eyes. A sob stuck in my throat and I covered my mouth with my hand. The other, my dad but his dark hair was nearly white as he lay on his side barely breathing. I recognized him at once.

“Jess! Dad!” I rushed forward. I had to help them, free them.

A weight slammed into my side like a freight train and I went skidding across the ground. Ben in his griffin form snarled down at me with eagle eyes that glimmered in the parking lot’s lights. He didn’t look like he had when we’d flown to my Aunt’s house. Now, his gaze was that of a predator fixing to kill his prey.
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Chapter 27











I
 knew better than to run when an animal was stalking me. But every fiber of my being was screaming to flee, to race away as fast as I could.

Minh was trying to keep Caine frozen while the dragon’s magic spewed holes in the ice magic. The power of the spell I’d cast faded quickly. Brice, Alessandro, and Gregg fought off Jerry but they swayed on their animal feet, gashes and blood covering them. Leo stumbled upright near the dumpster, shaking his head.

We were out-powered, and I’d gotten nowhere in freeing Caine or Jerry. Or found my aunt and dad. My rescue attempt was unraveling. If I didn’t do something soon, Magda would control more of my men until they overpowered me. They’d kill me and anyone who stood in their way. A shiver snaked down my spine. I took a half-step backward and Ben’s griffin eyes dilated like a beast about to attack.

“Please run or try your rinky-dink spells.” Magda clapped her hands together. “Though a griffin in your court, I confess I was envious but now he’s mine.”

I clenched my fists, my chest freezing. “He’s not yours or mine. My men are their own individuals. We come together as equals.”

“They’re slaves.” She chuckled. “Beasts of burden and good in bed, that’s all.”

So she wasn’t a half-shifter like me, but a full witch. Fucking wonderful. How was I supposed to beat her? She now had three of my men. We were losing fast and I had to do something to stop her.

“Look, I’ll show you.” Magda clapped her hands, blowing across her fingers.

“No!” I shot forward, snapping off a charm. It felt like the Egyptian eye symbol in my palm. “Oculus Horus defendat!”

A glint of her magic shown in the parking lights over us, shooting across the cement then striking Leo, Gregg, and Alessandro in the chest. They instantly stopped fighting Jerry and faced me.


Holy fuck!
 I held the silver charm in my hand overhead, hoping the moonlight could penetrate the gathering storm clouds.

“Oculus Horus defendat!” I threw the charm as hard as I could straight up. A bubble of magic encased over Minh and me. But was it enough to hold off seven shifters and a powerful witch?

Beside me, Minh collapsed to his knees and I rushed to his side. The magic he’d been wielding had fizzled out.

“I tried, Karen,” his accent thicker, “your dragon is too strong.”

“Shhh…” I kissed his cheek, cradling him to me as his body trembled from using all the strength and magic he had. “You did amazing.”

When he tried to lift his head as the seven other shifters crashed into the temporary magical barrier, I didn’t stop him. He might as well know the truth. We were outnumbered and outgunned.

I flipped through my charm bracelet while my hands shook. There had to be something here to help us. Something to knock Magda down a few pegs. But most of the charms I did know were defensive magic. We’d never win that way. It was time to get dirty but I had no idea how much magic the stronger charms needed. I could lose against her if I didn’t get the spell right and use up my magical reserve in the process. I’d never had to fight a psychotic, demonic-witch before. Did I need holy water more than magic?

Flames chewed away at the barrier as Caine charged.

“If you’re going to do something, do it now.” Minh crouched, ready to fight despite his exhaustion.

Tears of frustration pricked the back of my eyes. I’d made a mess of everything. Why did I think that I could go up against this ancient witch? I didn’t even have a full court and what little I’d had, she’d taken away with a spell that looked like it hadn’t drained her a bit.

The shifter community knew about Magda and they’d kept silent. Believing that I’d get rid of her or she’d end me. Either way, they still had their damn thirteenth zodiac to keep them from going insane and turning on each other or getting stuck in their animal forms.

I ground the back of my teeth. If they weren’t so secretive or suspicious of witches, we could’ve gotten help. Defeated Magda together. Then again, I guess they had trusted a witch… her… and she refused to abdicate her title and throne. Even used demonic magic to keep it. Had that been the cost of the death spell she’d used on my mother—on me?

“Hurry, Karen.” Minh wobbled on his feet. “They’re almost through the magic.”

Gregg’s gorilla hands beat at one side with Jerry’s clawed swipes at the other. Leo bit a piece off, shoving his head inside, but it was too small for him to squeeze through. Ben and Caine used teeth, talons, and magic hacking holes in front of us while Alessandro and Brice rushed the shield, crashing into it with their bodies. The thwack of their impact sent tremors through my legs.

There was no way we could win this. My finger slid to the flower charm on my bracelet—the shape of a violet. A hiccup scream bubbled up from my chest. Violets were associated with dedication and loyalty. Witches sold the seeds and flowers to others to gift or plant to ensure their lover’s fidelity.

If this didn’t work, I didn’t know what else to do. My magic was nearly gone.

Caine broke through first, his teeth bared as he lowered his head all the way through the shield.

“Careful, dragon.” Magda sauntered up to him, then patted his shoulder. “Let the other beasts rip her apart. You’d kill her too quickly for my liking.”

That fucking bitch was touching him… my Caine. Fury snapped through my veins. My dragon stepped back with her. At the same time, Brice leaped inside the half-exposed magic sphere. Minh grabbed him. He hauled the wolf back, but Brice sank his teeth into Minh.

A yell rent the air as Brice chomped down on Minh’s arm.

“Enough!” I was fucking sick of this and wanted my men back. All of them. “Ad mihi amatores mei!”

The magic rushed through me like a drug. I held onto it, shoving as much as I could into the charm. The silver flower in my palm burned as if I was holding a white-hot flame. Brice turned to me. His teeth coated in Minh’s blood. Caine let out a growl that made me back up a step.

“Ad mihi amatores mei,” I whispered and the power made all the hair on my body stand up.

“Stop her!” Magda yelled. Her satisfied smirk from when she touched Caine replaced by shock.

So she hadn’t thought I had it in me? I wanted to laugh, but the enchantment was cracking me apart. It felt as though every atom in my body was being split open. Raw. Burning. But I refused to drop the metal until it was full of my magic no matter how much it hurt.

When I couldn’t stand the pain a second longer, I chucked the charm at Brice and Caine. The metal exploded into dozens of directions. Minh tackled me, bracing me with his body.

Had it worked? I struggled to see but something lifted Minh off me, tossing him like a ragdoll aside. Caine stared down at me still in his dragon form. His emerald eyes narrowing as he pulled back his lips.

His teeth sank down on my leg. I screamed as a searing pain shot through me and I fell down on the concrete. The impact smacking my hip and the side of my head. Blood seeping from the side of my head. Caine dragged me out of the magic sphere. I kicked with my other foot, wrenching my body to get away, his teeth sank deeper into my flesh. Pain raking up my leg. He plopped me down in front of Magda. Between the use of my magic and Caine’s bite, I felt like I’d been crushed under a thousand pounds. How could the magic not have worked? Was it that Aunt Jess hadn’t attuned that symbol yet?

“What is this?” She yanked off my charm bracelet. “Clever. Must have been your aunt’s doing to have a focal point of your power.”

“I will find a way to make you pay for what you’ve done.” My voice came out weaker than I wanted.

“No one has ever defeated me.” She leaned down into my face. “Especially not some brat who can’t use magic without trinkets.”

When I lifted my arm to punch her, Brice stomped on my back. I yelled, twisting and thrashing to get him off me.

“I tire of this game.” She flung my bracelet and Gregg caught it in his huge, gorilla hands. “Throw this with the trash, then kill her. Make sure there isn’t a spec of flesh or blood left of this bastard.”

Anger rose in my chest. I opened my mouth to protest but all my shifters stared at me as if I was prime rib. A bitter taste rose in the back of my throat. They were going to kill me. My heart lurched. Not just for my life but they’d be Magda’s slaves. What would she do with them? She didn’t love them. I did. I opened my palm, trying to get a flicker of magic. Something. Anything. Brice’s teeth bit down on the back of my neck. Pain coursing through me, then my world went black.
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Chapter 28











S
 houts filled the void. I groaned as I forced my eyelids open. My entire body hurt as if I’d been run over. The moon dipped behind a cloud. Where was I? Why did the ground feel so hard?

Everything came rushing back. Magda! My men. I scrambled up, wincing as a fresh pain lanced through my leg.

“I am so enjoying this.” Magda clapped her hands in delight. “You know I never got to watch your mother die from my spell.”

“You fucking bitch,” I yelled. My leg threatening to give way as I rushed toward her.

“Karen, don’t,” Minh shouted behind me. But I wasn’t going to stop. Not until everyone was free of her bullshit. Not until she was dead.

A cross between a growl and a roar vibrated the air next to me and Caine’s tail slapped the ground between the witch and me.

“Move out of my way, dragon,” I said. “I love you, but I will go through you if I have to.”

He opened his mouth, his nostrils smoking.


Shit!
 He was going to blast me and all that would be left of me would be ash and charred bones. Magda had my charms. I was powerless.

On instinct, I thrust both hands up. My palms itched. I forced the image of me being cooked crispier than burnt bacon away. I thought of my aunt who had tried to save me from all of this in her own way. Of my dad who I’d never met. But mostly I thought of Caine and my men. How much I adored them. How much each of them completed me in a different way.

Flickers of magic danced across my skin like sprinkles of rain. Caine drew up short, choking as he swallowed down his glowing fire. His emerald scales shimmering from the heat inside.

Brice let out a short howl then tore at me. Murder flashed in his amber eyes and my heart stuttered into my throat. But when he stepped within reach of me, he whined, shaking his head and backing away. The fur on his body standing on end.

Had my magic done that… like when I’d blown through Jess’ door? But this was different. A soft brush across my skin while that had been pure desperation and anger.

“Stupid beasts!” Magda huffed. “I said attack her!”

Caine swiveled his head to her then back to me. His dragon eyes narrowed, my heart sinking into my stomach. He was going to kill me. Whatever I’d been able to do without my charms wasn’t enough. This time he wouldn’t stop until I was a smear on the pavement.

Unfurling his wings, he batted at the air, his lips pulled back over his teeth. He launched himself upward. His gaze never leaving mine. My heart beat like a rabbit seeing a hawk circle overhead. Then he dove forward and I couldn’t help it, I ducked.

He swooped past me.

I let out a gasp of surprise and turned. He held Jerry and Gregg each in a talon.

“Stop!” Magda shrieked.

Brice lowered his head, his sights on Leo. But when he jumped for the lion, Ben tackled him, knocking them both down.

Hope lit in my chest. “They’re fighting for us!” I told Minh. Somehow my magic had broken Magda’s spell. It must have happened when they stepped close enough to me.

Minh gave me a weary smile.

“Can you help Brice? Hold them off?” I asked, panting from the adrenaline and the fight.

“I will do my best.”

I faced Magda who had turned my men against me. Rage boiling the blood in my veins and my skin felt tight. “Good. Cause I’ve got this bitch.”

Fear flicked across her gaze, but she squashed it with a roll of her shoulders.

Letting out a battle cry that would make any Viking berserker proud, I raced at her. I called my magic to me as I had when I blasted Jess’ door and when I’d broken her spell off Caine and Brice.

She raised her hands overhead and slapped her palms together. Black lightning shot out in all directions. A body slammed into my back and I struggled to get free. I could beat her. I could do this.

I kicked, squirming out from whoever held me. Pain lancing my leg and my side as I ran.

Then Caine’s dragon wings dropped down on me like a cage.

“No! Let me go,” I said between gritted teeth as I punched at him. Through a crack in his wings, I saw her fading away. “She’s getting away! Please, Caine, help me.”

When he didn’t move. I kicked at his wings and chest. I punched him over and over. Tears coursing down my face. My body shaking from anger and despair. Why hadn’t he let me go? Why hadn’t he helped me fight her?

I sunk down on the concrete, spent. The chance to win and fix everything had been right here and he’d stopped me. A darkness sprouted in my heart.

When he opened his wings, I didn’t need to look around to know that she was gone along with my men except for Brice, Caine, and Minh. Now she had more than half my court, my loves and my father and aunt. My heart fractured. How was I going to do this without them? How was I going to face the day, never mind Magda, with the missing pieces of myself? I felt hollow and like daggers of ice stabbed my heart.

I wrapped my arms around myself as Caine and Brice shifted back to their human forms. Both had blood covering their bodies along with bite marks and scratches.

Caine knelt in front of me. “I’m sorry, Karen but—”

“No.” I couldn’t look at him. My hurt too raw. “Don’t. You could’ve done a lot of things to me. Even bit me, which you did, and I would’ve excused you. But I will never, ever forgive you for letting her get away.”
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Chapter 29











“K
 aren,” Caine said, reaching for me but I jerked back.

I had to get out of here. Home. The thought of going to Caine’s mansion made me clench my fists. Even though I knew he was only trying to protect me, his lack of faith or even letting me try to defeat Magda sat like betrayal in my chest.

Limping, I went to Brice and Minh. All that was left of my middle court. “Are you two all right?” I touched their shoulders, trying to figure out how much blood on them was theirs. Minh had slash marks across his back and one arm. Brice’s body was covered in blood and wounds. They’d heal quicker than humans would, but they were in bad enough shape to need a few days to completely recover.

“Yeah, we’ll live,” Brice nodded and winced. A bloody gash was along the side of his neck but thankfully it wasn’t bleeding freely.

Minh was pale, but he’d had to fight with both magic and physically so he was doubly drained like me. Seeing both of them hurt made me nauseous.

“Let’s get out of here.” We didn’t have Ben to teleport us in a circle but neither could I, or Minh with as beat up as we were. Once we got home and cleaned up, I could tend their wounds. I really hoped they weren’t as bad as they looked. Thinking of them seriously hurt made me want to punch something.

“Fly?” Brice asked, looking at Caine.

“I can’t transform right now even if I wanted to.” His emerald gaze stayed on me. When we’d first met, he’d worn sunglasses so I wouldn’t see his shiny eyes that would’ve given away that he was a dragon.

“We can stay at my Aunt Jess’ house. She has an extra room.” I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to keep myself together. “Maybe we can find more charms or figure out where this Magda is and free everyone.”

Caine didn’t ask why I didn’t suggest to stay at his place. Probably figured I thought he’d be jealous of the two new guys. Frankly, I didn’t care what he believed at the moment. His keeping me from getting to Magda was too new, too raw. It stung deeper than I thought possible.

After conjuring clothes for himself and Brice, Caine dressed and we called an Uber for a larger car to drive us into town.

While we waited, Caine walked over and picked up something from the ground.

“Your charm bracelet.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak, but I replaced the jewelry on my wrist. It was a comfort to get it back. I wouldn’t have wanted that bitch Magda to have it along with every other precious thing in my life she’d stolen.

When the Uber van pulled up, I sat in-between Minh and Brice with Caine on the other seat behind us. The entire car ride, both men on either side of me held my hand. My legs were still trembling from fighting earlier. An emptiness sat heavy in my chest. We were supposed to all be together. My upper and middle courts. Not hacked apart by a vengeful witch. I should’ve listened to my aunt. Taken my men and fled until I was stronger before I confronted Magda.

When we arrived at my aunt’s house, Caine paid for the ride and we all dragged ourselves inside, spent from the battle that despite everything, we’d lost. I flipped on the kitchen light and set the kettle on the burner for tea. Tears burning the back of my throat.

“Mind if I get cleaned up?” Minh asked. “I’m out of water magic and could use a soak.”

“Sure.” I lead him to my aunt’s bathroom. My guess was he needed water to help him heal. I wanted so much to climb in the tub with him, but my aunt’s bathroom was small. Minh alone would be a right fit. I wanted to lose myself in one of my men’s arms and forget the horror that we just went through.

“She won’t mind me using her stuff?” he asked.

“Not at all.” I swallowed hard past the lump of emotions in my throat. My aunt hadn’t even been gone a day and I already missed her so much I wanted to weep. “She loved the sea and mermaids and all that.”

Minh cleared his throat. “You mean mermen.”

“Right.” I smiled despite the tangle of guilt and sorrow pressing down on me.

In the hallway, I left Minh to sort himself out and bumped into Brice.

“Why don’t you get cleaned up too?” He trailed his hand down my arm and I shivered.

“Nah, you first. My old room has a shower and I’ll make some Chamomile tea for all of us.”

“I can think of better ways of relaxing than tea.” He pushed me against the wall, pressing his leg between both of mine. The way he stared at me told me he wanted me too and promised white-hot sex.

My libido spiked. I had to have him. Right here and now. I clasped his hair in my fist and brought his lips down to mine. My curves fitting perfectly into the angles of his body. I placed my free hand on his chest, feeling his hard muscles. He smelled like Brice…that spicy, cinnamon flavor and wolf.

And his kisses… Goddess. I melted when he kissed me like that, taking control, taking what he wanted. The taste of him was intoxicating and wild.

I was dripping with lust and I needed him to take me as hard and fast as he could.

His fingers brushed the skin under my shirt and I inhaled sharply as my skin felt on fire, needing his touch. Wanting his skin next to mine. Aching for more.

He dipped his head, kissing my neck as I arched against him, grinding myself against his erection. I tilted my head back and he nibbled at my jawline, his goatee and mustache tickling me. He planted soft kisses there.

But I didn’t want soft and sweet. I needed rough. I needed him inside me. Now.

I jerked up his shirt, splaying my hands across his chest, feeling the individual grooves of his muscles. His wolf and skull tattoos. Another time I’d kiss him all over, but my patience was gone. An ache pulsed deep inside me, wetness and desire spreading through my sex. I tugged on his jeans and he growled sending a thrill deep into my core.

In one second, he popped the button off my jeans, then shimmied them down my thighs. His pants bulged from his erection until he freed his dick that was hard and thick.

He didn’t have to ask if I was ready. A quick dip of his fingers showed him I was hot and wet. I kicked off my jeans the rest of the way and wrapped my legs around his hips. His cock thrust into me and I threw my head back. He held onto my ass, pumping hard in and out of me. I moaned as a fire spread up from inside me to the rest of my body. Faster he fucked me and I dug my fingers into his shoulders. I moaned as pleasure shot up my core and back down again.

My body shivered, trembling as I came undone with Brice pounding me. He felt so good and was hitting a spot that had me gasping. My body tightening. Then every molecule in my body shattered, breaking. I trembled as my sex-high rocketed me to the moon.

Shudders of ecstasy filled me. I rode out the climax that shuddered through me, making me feel boneless as he held me. Panting, I floated, gratified. Seconds later he found his own orgasm. He laid his forehead against mine until our hearts returned to a normal pace and our breathing slowed.

I eased off his body, pulling up my jeans before giving him a long kiss. “Get cleaned up. I’ll bring you some tea in a bit.”

With a nod, he disappeared into my old bathroom and I went into the kitchen with a smile on my face. Caine was waiting for me. He was crouched at what used to be the back door but was now a pile of rubble.

“What happened here?” Caine asked, pushing aside a piece of wood.

“Oh, that was me. I heard my aunt scream and I tried to get inside and help her.” Pain of regret hit my middle. “But I was too late.”

He sniffed the air then spun to face me. “You didn’t use a charm?”

How the hell did he know that? “No. There wasn’t time…I just acted on instinct.” I set aside four teacups. All I wanted to do was crawl into bed and sleep, but I knew I’d need something to relax me. If I didn’t, I’d toss and turn worried about my men and my aunt.

“Could you do that again?” He stood.

I shrugged, pulling out the canister of sugar cubes my aunt kept on hand from the cabinet. “No idea. It was the right time and place. My intention and my will perfectly aligned.”

Caine mumbled a chant under his breath and waved his hand, a new door in place of the old one.

“Now you’re just showing off,” I teased, trying to lighten the mood but wasn’t doing a very good job of it.

“Does this mean you’ve forgiven me for stopping you from killing yourself earlier?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“I don’t know.” That was the truth. Caine had hurt me without meaning to. Logically I knew he had held me back to protect me. But my emotions were a jumble of nerves and stress right now. And the more I thought about what happened, the more upset I was getting. Tears of frustration pricked the back of my eyes. “The fact you didn’t trust me or let me try hurt a lot.”

He strolled over to me. “I’m sorry I hurt you. But I won’t apologize for trying to keep you safe.”

The teakettle whistled and I was thankful for the distraction. I didn’t want to talk about this right now. Setting the hot water aside after I filled the teacups, I let the tea bags seep before removing them.

Caine and I sat at my aunt’s kitchen table. A growing distance between us that I wasn’t sure how to heal. I felt broken inside. Was that because Magda had the majority of my court? Five. She had five of my men.

We’d been outsmarted and out powered.

It had been wrong to rush in when I did.

“What are you thinking?” Caine took my empty cup with his and put them in the sink.

“That I need to heal. Rest. We all do.” I pushed up from the table. “And I can’t let this end here. Not when Magda has my aunt and the other members of our court—of our family.” My voice broke.

He nodded, a look of pride filling his gaze that stole my breath.

Less than a few weeks ago, I balked at the idea of having lovers. Of having to claim men for my court. Now so many things had changed. I needed twelve men to complete the circle. Even though Magda had stolen five of them, I still counted them as mine. The fact that they were gone and she had them felt like someone had filleted my skin off and acid was chewing away at me from the inside out. Missing them hurt so bad I thought I was going to die. Losing them ripped me apart. My throat thickened. My heart was broken, my soul shattered, the deepest part of me a void that could only be filled by all eight of my men.

I loved them. Each of them and I wanted them safe. Wanted them back. I would do whatever it took. For too long I’d shirked my responsibilities of having a full court of twelve shifters plus myself to make up the thirteenth zodiac.

“Get cleaned up and some rest,” I said. “Tomorrow, we go hunting for the remaining four guys to complete my court.”
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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 on my left. Caine 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 that 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 at him. He’d been right doing what he’d done to protect me, but that 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 that they were here, but I couldn’t because there should be a lot more of them. Eight men, but after fighting the previous thirteenth zodiac, there were only three. My heart longed for them. Was Magda hurting them? And we hadn’t gotten my aunt back either.

Everything was a fucking mess and it had been my fault. I’d raced into danger to save Caine and Jerry from her clutches. We’d lost Ben, Jerry, Leo, Gregg and Alessandro. I stifled down a cry and padded to my aunt’s bathroom.

I should have waited. Demanded she 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 to 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. Maybe 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 fell victim and tried to kill me like the others?

I shivered and turned on the hot water for a bath.

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. A silver and blue dragon between my shoulder blades. To the left a gorilla for Gregg and to the right a grizzly representing Jerry with a lion for Leo. Under my shoulder blades 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.

Who would be the additional four?

The bath 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 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 a merman or rather Matsyāṅganā who could appear as several water animals in addition to the half-man/half-fish.

I licked my lips, 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 erotic 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. It made me feel like this was our first time and more intimate. “There’s not much room though.”

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

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

He ducked his head under the water. His tongue flicking 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. Needing more. Needing that 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 that burned 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, sliding his cock between my folds, waiting until I was wetter. My impatience filling me and I lifted my hips causing him to plunge inside me. A groan vibrating through his chest, making me even hotter. He leaned forward, kissing me as water slashed around us.

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

He pulled back from our kiss 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. Then I was boneless from my climax.

Seconds later, his body tensed, and he shuddered. Still inside me, he shifted. 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 up 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 up 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 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. This had to be Magda’s doing.

Air.

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

My body felt lethargic. I was dying. Blackness pressed along the edges of my vision, tunneling until only the creature’s glowing eyes remained.
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