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        Circe Brazos is notorious. Notoriously hard. Notoriously bad ass. Notoriously alone. And she’s damned happy that way. Don’t give her any complications in her black and white world.

      

      

      
        
        Circe’s a shifter elemental hybrid. One of the very few who exist. Too often these hybrids do not make it to adulthood. The fact that she and her siblings did has made them uniquely qualified to run the Order of Elementals—a secret group designed to assist elementals, particularly those who share a host with a shifter.

      

      

      
        
        Long ago, Circe kicked Mae Forrester out of her life. Now Mae’s back, and Circe has to deal with the reasons Mae left. As if that’s not bad enough, a gorgeous hunk of a shifter shows up on her doorstep with a little girl hybrid who desperately needs Circe’s help. Except, Circe didn’t know at the end of the day who needed help more—herself or the young hybrid.

      

      

      
        
        Lincoln Avila has a damned good reason for hating elementals. They’ve torn everything in his life apart. Now he has to deal with the fact that his niece, his ward, is a hybrid. Thought that was bad, did you, Linc? Here’s bad, for real. Don’t fall in love with Circe, the hybrid elemental bad ass who has no fondness for gray areas or men. The beautiful, notorious, curvy hybrid has found a way to wrap herself around his heart. Convincing her to let love win won’t necessarily be easy.

      

      

      
        
        That’s okay, Linc’s up for a challenge. He just has no idea the challenge could lead to life or death—his own.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mae’s coming.” Circe Brazos scowled at her brother and sisters.

      Marco her brother, the only brother she had—not to mention, her best friend, at least these days—lounged in the chair by the pool, stretched out, his lean muscular body absorbing the sun’s rays. Her sisters, the twins, as everyone called them, Camden and Eden were lying on their stomachs on towels, reading, letting the sun caress their voluptuous curves.

      Hell, Circe was no stranger to curves, or voluptuousness. She had that market cornered with way more curves than she’d ever wanted when she was a teen. These days though, she appreciated her curves, relishing every inch of her body. She rolled over, pushed her sunglasses down so she could let Marco see her eyes—see the anger within. Deep within her, her elemental, Albani sizzled with fury. Albani was an electric elemental, and even more easily angered than Circe.

      Marco raised his brow and put his phone down, mid-text. “You make it sound like the world’s coming to an end.”

      Circe sat up with a huff. “You don’t think there’s a problem? After all the⁠—”

      Near the pool, a lightbulb shattered. Then another. Circe breathed deeply to gain control of Albani’s anger, her own anger, before they had to spend a fortune replacing the bulbs Albani was destroying.

      The twins put their magazines down and looked at her, a question in their eyes.

      They didn’t know her full history with Mae. She’d never shared. The only one she’d shared this with was Marco, a panther shifter elemental hybrid, just like her.

      All four of the Brazos siblings were shifter elemental hybrids. Rare in the world. Even rarer, to have them be in the same family. It was no surprise the Order of Elementals had put the Brazos siblings in charge of the Order’s business, a business that was highly secretive, but crucial to shifters who found themselves with an elemental residing within.

      Elementals had been known to kill their shifter hosts, and then they would move on, finding another host, just as they did with humans. But with the longevity and power of shifters, it made the relationship tenuous at best. Unless the shifter and the elemental could find a middle ground. No easy task. That’s where the Brazos siblings and the Order of Elementals came in.

      Circe, Marco, Camden, and Eden were specialists at this. So, they were the powerhouse of the Order, and led by Circe as the first born.

      “She wants something, you know.” Circe was still on the same topic.

      The topic of Mae.

      Mae.

      Circe fought back a sneer.

      “Yes, she does,” Marco answered.

      Fury surged within Circe. Her skin burned with static electricity, making tiny crackling sounds she couldn’t control. Betrayal seethed within her, disappointment in her brother.

      “You talked to her.” She let the words come from between her lips in a staccato. “You. Talked. To. Her.” She sucked air in and closed her eyes against the anger.

      “I answered the call.” Marco’s voice was clipped. “We are the Order. We have a duty. A sworn duty,” he reminded her.

      Circe opened tortured eyes, her dark gaze tormented by the past. “Yes.” She nodded, then whispered, “We do.”
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      Lincoln Avila, lion shifter and business mogul, leapt out of his bed, his lion snarling in his head.

      The screams were horrific and high-pitched. He didn’t need time to realize what they were and where they were coming from.

      Dina, his niece, and now his charge since her parents had both perished, was in her room, screaming. A few long strides made short work of the distance between his room and hers.

      “Dina.” He kept his voice low and comforting so as not to alarm her more than she already was.

      The first time this had happened, he hadn’t known—had overreacted. And had found himself surrounded by a ring of fire. Torn between comforting her and grabbing the fire extinguisher from the hall, he’d opted to put out the fire, though he’d suffered some burns on his legs and feet.

      “Dina, baby. Uncle Linc’s here.” He scooped her into his arms.

      Her dark eyes were a testimony to the hell she lived in her mind and body. She looked around, as if confused, then focused on his face. “Unca Linc?”

      “Yes, baby. I’m here.”

      “It happened. She wants me gone. She hates me. She’s going to kill me.”

      He pushed her wild bed hair away from her face.

      “I won’t let that happen. You know I won’t. You know it.”

      “How can you stop it? She doesn’t come around when—” She gulped air in, beginning to hyperventilate while at the same time growling, her tigress eager to protect her was pushing for a shift. He saw the amber and gold flames flickering in her eyes.

      “Dina, listen to me. I know how to stop it. I’ve heard there is someone who can help.”

      “Who?” Her little girl voice, all of four years old, sounded more like a baby’s voice with the fear that clearly enveloped her.

      “Some people, baby. Don’t worry. I got this.”

      And he did. He would put aside all hate and all prejudice to make things better for Dina.

      She was all he had, and by damn, he’d do his best to protect the little dark-haired, dark eyed beauty who was all that was left of Linc’s brother.

      “I got this,” he whispered, more to himself than to her, holding her tightly as he made for the rocking recliner in the game room, knowing he was in for a long night of cradling his niece and keeping her calm so she didn’t burn down the house around them.
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      Gathered in the boardroom at the Order’s mansion, Circe tuned out her siblings while she flipped the pages of the file before her.

      She forced her mind to concentrate on the task at hand and not on her traitorous cousin Mae.

      The file contained the information on an incoming arrival at the order. A little girl, a hybrid. The child’s name was Dinaria Avila, called Dina. She was a tigress, fire elemental hybrid. Four years old.

      Circe studied the picture of the little girl. Twinkling bright eyes with a gleam of amber in their depths. Her tigress was definitely dominant. Circe wondered how that played out with the elemental that was housed within the child’s body. The smile was innocent, her cheeks plump and full with the ruddy glow of health.

      What an endearing child. She thought of the hell that the child might be going through with the elemental and the shifter battling within her.

      It brought to mind Circe’s own childhood. The days of playing with Mae. Carefree days, before she took on the responsibility of the Order of Elementals. Before she removed Mae from her life.

      “Earth to Circe.”

      Circe glanced up at Marco, then smiled. “Sorry, was reading,” she covered up for her foray into the past.

      He nodded, but his eyes told her he was not the least bit fooled by her excuse.

      “Camden and Eden are flying out. They’re going to take care of the twin girls.”

      Circe nodded. Twin girl bear shifters, barely older than toddlers, recently found to have elementals within. A perfect case for Camden and Eden.

      “What about your case?” She tried to remember what Marco was working on, but for the life of her couldn’t get Mae’s impending arrival to leave the portion of her mind that wasn’t devoted to the case she’d be taking care of.

      “No update,” Marco said.

      She nodded.

      A knock sounded at the conference room door.

      Marie poked her head in. Marie was so much more than an administrative assistant. She was their right hand, their minds sometimes, Circe thought.

      “There’s a cutie here. A little one called Dina Avila. The one who brought her isn’t half bad, either.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively at Circe.

      Circe frowned. Marie had never, ever commented on the attractiveness of either an applicant or an applicant’s parent before.

      She gave Marco a glance.

      He shrugged.

      Okay, then.

      Circe shoved the papers back into the file. Time to find out what sort of havoc the tigress and the fire elemental were wreaking on the little one.
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      Linc studied the mansion before him. Yup, this was the right address. A gated driveway with a punch code that had been provided to him had granted him entrance. He’d pulled the rented Continental through the manicured garden, resplendent with trees, bushes, an assortment of flowers, and a large pond with a fountain. The place had an ancient air, and yet, it had an air of hope.

      Burgundy bricks, intermittently spaced with brown ones lent an ambiance of careless architecture that was too symmetrical to be truly careless. Two large chimneys poked out from each end of the building. An even larger one from the center. Rows and rows of oversized windows would allow sunlight to fill the rooms.

      The second floor was smaller than the first, permitting several balconies to jut from the majestic structure.

      Or maybe that’s just wishful thinking on my part.

      He pushed that thought away and glanced at his silent niece next to him. She was taking everything in, wide-eyed and close-mouthed.

      “This is it,” he said with a smile, hoping to coax her from her seriousness.

      She nodded.

      He wondered if that was Dina nodding or her tigress, or her elemental. He’d heard you could talk to the elemental within someone, but he’d never seen that. He’d heard they were a different entity. That he also couldn’t testify to.

      And the person he’d heard that from? Yeah, that would be his dead brother. And he couldn’t exactly go to his brother for confirmation on this.

      “Are you ready?”

      Another solemn nod.

      He held back the sigh that fought to come out in a large exhaled whoosh.

      I sure hope this works.

      It better. It was his very last option, of that he was sure.

      He let himself out then opened the door for Dina and held out his hand for her to take it.

      She shook her head and reached out with both her arms.

      Linc picked her up and she buried her face in his neck.

      “I’m sorry to worry you, Uncle Linc.” She was trying to put forth her best attempt to fully pronounce the word uncle.

      “You don’t need to be sorry about anything, Dinaria Avila. Not a single thing.” In his mind, he cursed the fates that put this little girl in the conundrum she was in. The same conundrum her dead mother faced. The same one that got his brother killed.

      Tapping on the remote, he locked the vehicle and strode for the polished wood double doors in the center of the immaculate pebbled driveway. Whatever this operation was, it was well funded.

      He’d barely knocked on the door when it opened and for the first time in his life, Lincoln Avila was speechless.

      More than just speechless, his jaw had probably dropped to the floor.

      Before him, the most stunning brunette with dark eyes and a figure that wouldn’t quit appraised him coolly. Her eyes flashed with golden highlights, and he’d have sworn it looked like electric sparks in their depths.

      Full lips curved into a polite smile. “Mr. Avila?”

      He nodded while he fought to get control of his tongue and his lion.

      Indeed, he fought to control the lion within his mind that had begun to roar the moment she’d opened the door, rendering Linc almost incapable of hearing. He struggled for power over his shifter animal, which was at the moment making it quite clear that the woman before them was unlike any woman he’d ever met.

      To say this was unusual was an understatement. Linc’s lion was impervious to females, allowing Linc to flirt and cavort, enjoying his fair share of the opposite sex while maintaining a distance.

      Hell yeah, this was more than extremely rare for his lion. It was damned unheard of, and it was damned unnerving. It didn’t help that the attraction Linc felt for this woman was overwhelming.

      Finally, seconds later, though it felt more like an eternity, he had it under control.

      “I’m Lincoln Avila. This is Dina.” A finger under Dina’s chin, he tipped her face toward the woman. “And you are?”

      “I’m Circe.”

      And wouldn’t you know it, she had the name of a minor Greek goddess. Though this woman was anything than minor. He’d never presume to understate her. She was a full-blown, in the flesh, goddess.

      Damn.

      Then he remembered the mythology from ages ago. Circe. The one who’d turned Ulysses’ companions into pigs.

      Damn, was right.

      “Hi, Dina.” Circe patted Dina’s back.

      A heat flowed between Linc and Dina. A film of perspiration made its way to his temple.

      Not good. Not good at all. She was doing her fire thing.

      He gave Circe a look of consternation.

      Circe must have known or sensed. She backed up slowly and nodding, opened the door wider. “Why don’t we go into a special room to visit. We have a great playroom,” she told Dina. Then she looked at Linc, and added, “And it’s fireproof, as well as any other kind of proof we could manage. It’s been set up to neutralize…” She paused, then added, “to neutralize effects.”

      Got it.

      He followed her, reminding himself he was there on business and kept his eyes on the back of her head, not the long dark hair that swayed with each swish of delectable hips.

      And what the hell is up with me? Since when do I do this?

      His lion roared in response.

      Pipe down.

      Circe led them down an opulent hallway past several doors until she came to the last one on the right. "In here."

      She reached for Dina. Linc frowned.

      "I need to talk to her privately," Circe said.

      Dina looked between Linc and Circe, then went to Circe's arms.

      "Why," Linc asked.

      "Dina, why don't you play with some of these toys?" Circe knelt and put
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