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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.
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      “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 Dina down in front of a large pink toy chest. She opened the lid. The box was full of stuffed animals.

      Circe rose to her feet, and approached Linc. "Follow me, the room next door has a two-way mirror. You can watch our conversation. It even has a speaker. You can listen in."

      Linc glanced at Dina, playing with a pair of stuffed alligators, one pink and one blue. He was reluctant to leave her.

      I’ve got to. It's for her own good.

      He followed Circe out of the room, to the next door, taking a seat in an oversized plush chair, and waited.

      In the room, he’d just left, Circe knelt next to Dina and began to play with her. He studied Circe while she visited with his niece. His mind began to wander while the two of them played, not really talking about anything that drew his attention.

      Linc wondered if Circe was a shifter. He felt confident she was, but she wasn't letting off the vibes that he usually got when he was around another shifter.

      Maybe my shifter radar is off.

      Linc couldn't have said later what it was that caught his attention, but something did, because suddenly he began to tune them in.

      What did she just say?

      He listened more closely.

      Circe was talking. "When my elemental…"

      Linc didn't need to hear anything else. Why the hell was Dina alone with an elemental?

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      He couldn’t trust elementals. At all.

      He flew out of the chair, out of the room, and yanked open the door to the room Circe and Dina were in.

      "You didn't say you're an elemental." He noticed his lion's presence in the gravelly, growling tone of his voice, but it wasn't like it was something he could control.

      Elementals were too dangerous. Dina wasn’t safe with one.

      Circe sprang to her feet, a confused look on her face. Her eyes flashed, tiny bolts of gold sparkled in the depths of her dark irises.

      Circe stared at him as if he’d lost it. “What?”

      The air between them sizzled.

      Linc fought to control his lion, struggled to keep the shift from happening. Behind them, Dina crab-crawled toward the box, stopping when her back was against the wooden side.

      A pair of hands grabbed Linc from behind, turning him around.

      Linc found himself faced with an equally large sized man whose dark features were drawn into a scowl. “Are you threatening my sister?”

      “Marco! No,” Circe exclaimed.

      It was a bit too late.

      Reflexively and instinctively, Linc’s lion began to emerge, the bones in his body signaling the approach of the shift with their signature creaking sounds.

      A ring of flames appeared suddenly, engulfing the man that Circe had called Marco, singeing Linc at the same time.

      “Jesus.” Linc jumped forward, pushing his lion back, he grabbed a sobbing Dina and wrapped her in an embrace, turning her face away from the flames she’d created, and the man who’d leapt out of the middle of the ring of fire the little girl had surrounded him with.

      “It’s okay, DiDi,” he soothed his little niece with the nickname her father used to call her.

      It was not okay, and now, more than ever, he could see it.
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      Marco held Circe’s arms. “Calm down.”

      “I will not calm down,” Circe ground the words out.

      Marco and Circe were in the private room two doors down the hallway from the room where Dina had started the fire. They’d left Lincoln Avila and little Dinaria in another room, a bit farther away.

      Marie was busy directing a cleaning crew in the smoke-filled room.

      “Have one of the twins handle this case,” Circe said. “Eden. Let’s have Eden do this one. I’ll take her place and work with Camden.”

      Marco shook his head. “Circe. No. They’re heading out. The operation they’re on is their specialty. They’re the only ones who can handle it. You know this. You said it yourself when we got the file a couple weeks ago.”

      Circe’s body was trembling. Electricity coursed throughout her system. Marco jerked backward and released her immediately as the surge traveled to his hands.

      She scowled. “You take it then.”

      “Me? No. I’ll have to leave for the airport shortly. I won’t be back for a couple days.”

      Circe couldn’t take her mind off the man who’d barreled into the room, interrupting her and Dina.

      Lincoln Avila.

      There was something haunting about him. She’d seen it when she’d first opened the door, but she’d shoved her reaction to him away. She had Dinaria Avila to worry about, not some hot—incredibly hot—man who looked like he lived with ghosts and was a lion shifter. A lion shifter who almost attacked her.

      And what was that about?

      Another thing—Dinaria, who was only four had actually started a fire around Marco. She was exceptionally powerful. The last time Circe had encountered an elemental as powerful at such a young age⁠—

      She pushed that thought aside. She would not think of Mae. She would not think of that time when both she and Mae had been four, young cousins, playing together in the backyard at… Circe couldn’t even remember where they’d been playing when she and Mae had gotten into a scuffle over a doll.

      Except that when two little girls who housed powerful elementals in their bodies got into a scuffle, electrical sparks flew and hail rained down with a fury from the cloudless sky above.

      And that was exactly what had happened.

      Mae’s and Circe’s parents had come running out and snatched the girls. Mae’s elemental had been creating spikes of ice and piercing the earth about them while Circe’s electric bolts had pummeled the same ground.

      That had been the beginning. Tumultuous.

      The ending had been equally tumultuous.

      Circe hurling accusations and lightning while Mae countered with ice spears and blame.

      Both had shed tears, grown women, long past that childhood, best friends for years…

      Circe pushed the memories to the recesses of her mind, shut the pain out of her heart.

      She thought of Dina. That child needed someone who could help her, and in her heart, deep down, though she was unwilling to admit it, Circe knew she was the one to help.

      But she’d have to stay away from Dina’s father, Lincoln Avila.

      “Cee?” Marco was using his pet name for her.

      Damn him.

      Her brother knew how to pull her heartstrings. She let out a small sigh. “I’ll do it.”

      And she would. She had to. This was her calling.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Circe knocked on the door to the room where Lincoln and Dina Avila waited, then turned the knob and walked in.

      Lincoln looked up from the chair he was in. A sleeping Dina rested in his arms, her face a bit paler than it had been when they’d first arrived.

      “How is she?” Circe asked.

      “Wiped out.” He glanced down at the little girl.

      Circe took that moment while he wasn’t watching her, to study the man’s face.

      There was something broken there.

      Mind your own business, she cautioned herself. As if I don’t have enough issues of my own to deal with. I can’t be fixing a man.

      He raised his eyes to hers, and her breath hitched.

      There was a predatory gleam in the depth of his gaze.

      She was wrong. This was not a man who needed fixing. This was a dangerous, wounded lion.

      And you know what dangerous, wounded lions do to the ones who get in their path, she issued herself a warning.

      Her panther snarled a response.

      They both knew that a wounded shifter was a dangerous shifter, and though she couldn’t see Lincoln Avila’s wounds, she knew they cut deeply.

      “So—” he said, cutting himself off abruptly.

      She waited. Was that the start of a sentence?

      He raised a brow.

      Okay, maybe it wasn’t.

      “Well?” his tone was a bit more insistent.

      “We’ll—I’ll help your daughter.”

      “Dina’s not my daughter,” he said softly. “She’s my brother’s daughter.”

      “Where’s your brother?” A natural question to ask, Circe figured.

      His jaw muscles worked.

      Jeez, every part of this man was hard muscle. She waited patiently, watching a flurry of emotions pass over his face as he pondered whatever it was he had to say.

      “My brother’s dead. So is Dina’s mother.” He let out a labored exhale, then continued. “She killed my brother then herself. She was an elemental.”

      “My God.” Circe leaned against the doorjamb as the horror of what Lincoln Avila had just told her sunk in.

      Now there was no way she could walk away from this little girl.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, knowing the words were so inadequate at conveying the emotions she felt, but there was nothing else she could say.

      He nodded. “Thank you for helping Dina. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost her.”

      And Circe knew the danger was very real. The wrong elemental, in the wrong shifter’s body, that could lead to—that could lead to exactly what happened to Dina’s parents.

      And some hybrids—too many, it seemed—didn’t make it past childhood.

      Circe wished she could hug the little girl, and take her troubles away, take them deep into herself where she and Albani could deal with them. She couldn’t.

      But there were some things she could do. And she would.

      “There’s a room, a suite, prepared for you and Dina.”

      “I have some questions. I don’t really understand the whole elemental thing. Could you—someone—explain it to me? Sometime?”

      “Sometime.”

      He was silent. Watching

      He rose from the chair slowly, holding Dina against his body while she slept. “Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      After settling Lincoln Avila and his niece—she was still trying to wrap her mind around that, and her panther’s reaction to this new development—Circe was ready for some “me time.” For her the best kind was retail therapy.

      She knew exactly where to get that.

      The mall.

      Ain’t no men at the mall, her inner voice reminded her.

      With my history, men are the last thing I need.

      Grabbing her wallet and cell phone, she opened the door and found herself face to face with a person she didn’t expect to see again, ever.

      Or even want to.
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      “Circe.”

      That one word slipped out of Mae’s mouth just before a thread of electric current slithered from Circe’s fingertips and encircled Mae’s wrists, binding her hands together, searing flesh where the electricity touched Mae’s skin.

      The rope of current grew, then jerked Mae backward.

      Had it not been for the muscle-bound man standing just behind and to the left of Mae, she’d have fallen to the ground.

      As it was, he caught Mae’s backward catapult and turned a hard gaze toward Circe.

      Circe’s elemental retracted the electric tentacles, leaving Circe breathless and spent of energy. Her panther snarled in Circe’s mind.

      “Why are you here.” It wasn’t a question. No, it was an attack. Circe didn’t care why Mae was here. She didn’t belong here. “You have forsaken the Order, and now you⁠—”

      “Wait,” the man behind Mae said.

      Circe stared at him. “You’re not—” She struggled to remember the name of the shifter Mae had left the Order for. Ah, yes, then it came to her. “You’re not Brad.” She gave him a hard look, and at the same time, restrained Albani who was raring to inflict more damage on anyone, everyone.

      “No.” He shook his head. “I’m not.”

      Circe cocked her head. “Shifters mate for life.”

      “Until death.” Mae’s voice was quiet.

      Mae's tone gave Circe pause. Then it struck her. “He died?”

      Mae nodded.

      “When?” Circe pried.

      “It was long ago,” Mae said.

      And a part of Circe that she hadn’t planned on softening did just that. For a moment, she felt Mae’s grief, and then anger took over again, because Mae’s mate had died a long time ago, and Mae had not returned to the Order.

      Circe knew the blame should fall on herself, but at the same time, Mae could have reached out.

      After you kicked her out? a voice in Circe’s mind said. Her own voice, the voice of reason.

      Circe shoved the voice aside. She could have reached out.

      Circe fought a sigh; her anger was not ready to subside, her fury at Mae’s decision to abandon the Order for her mate still stung. “What do you want?”

      “Didn’t Marco tell you?”

      “I’d rather hear it from you.”

      “You want to hear me grovel; that’s what you want.” Mae sneered.

      The old Mae was back. The Mae that Circe remembered, hot-tempered and quick to speak her mind.

      “Groveling is the least you could do to make up for what you’ve done.” Circe stayed in place, harnessed Albani, then looked at the good-looking muscular man with Mae. “Who are you?”

      “That’s Doc—Jake—Evans.” Mae released a deep breath. “My mate.”

      Circe’s eyes narrowed, she leaned against the doorjamb, still clearly not stepping aside, not allowing them in, keeping Albani on a tight rein. “So, what is it you want that Marco hasn’t told me?”
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      Linc couldn’t have said what drew him to the window while Dina napped. Probably just wanted to look outside, to hope that nature would have a healing effect on him, calm his raging side, make him relax.

      He was in one wing of the expansive building. To one side, he saw the driveway, to the other, a window that faced the scenery.

      He’d pulled the curtain aside and admired the majesty of the mountains in the distance and the evergreen trees in the nearness.

      The lawn was immaculately kept until the point where it reached the forest. The Order clearly kept up with the outside of the manor as much as they did with the inside. The room he and Dina had been put in was warm and welcoming, furnished to give comfort, and it was spotless.

      Whatever this operation was, it was topnotch. To the left of him, he noticed a car pulling up the driveway, coming to a stop close to the front door.

      A tall, husky man emerged. A shifter, for certain.

      If Linc were to guess, he’d have thought a bear shifter, but he didn’t always guess correctly, so he wasn’t going to wager any money on it.

      The shifter moved to the other side of the vehicle and opened the door for a dark-haired, curvy, attractive woman. There was something about the woman that reminded Linc of Circe. Maybe they were related.

      They strode toward the front door. The woman wasn’t a shifter, but there was something about her, something supernatural, Linc was convinced. She walked with an air of uncertainty, glancing at her companion, seemed to be asking him something. The man put his arm around her, gave her a kiss. The smile she returned after they’d parted from the kiss was tremulous and unsure.

      Curiosity piqued, Linc stayed at the window.

      The two walked to the front door, the same one that Linc had knocked on that very same morning. Though now, how odd, it felt like a month had passed, what with the revelations and upheavals of learning Circe was an elemental shifter hybrid, of having Dina try to set Circe’s brother on fire.

      Linc heaved a heavy breath with a near-silent whoosh. What a day indeed. He turned his mind back to the couple waiting at the door.

      The door cracked a bit, and soon enough he saw Circe had opened it. Even if he’d planned on looking away, seeing the body language of the brunette standing next to the shifter and   catching sight of Circe’s expression were enough to keep him glued to the spot.

      The brunette stiffened and Circe’s face had filled with an emotion he hoped she’d never look at him with.
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        * * *

      

      Having enhanced shifter vision allowed him to catch the details of the encounter, but not even his shifter super hearing would allow him to catch the conversation between the three. Not that much conversation was allowed to happen.

      Before he knew it, two chains of electric lightning had emerged from Circe’s hands—or was it her fingertips? He couldn’t have testified one way or another because it happened so damned swiftly. The electric chains had wrapped around the attractive brunette’s wrists and tossed her backward, slamming into the man behind her.

      It was a good thing he was there. Linc couldn’t imagine what would have happened if the man hadn’t been. The brunette would have crash landed into the large tree trunk across the driveway.

      Linc hissed a response to the electric bolts. These damned elementals were ridiculously powerful. Half of him wanted to get the hell out of there immediately and head home. The other half wanted to stay so he could get little Dina help.

      Damn this situation.

      He shouldn’t be the one dealing with this. It should be something his brother and Dina’s mother should be handling.

      Yeah, well that ain’t gonna happen. It’s me. Just me. Only me. Dina has no one else. Period.

      Circe retracted the bolts and then the two women stared at one another, their mouths moving, clearly not a happy scene, telling from the set of their jaws and the frowns on their faces.

      Linc wondered if he should dash downstairs and across the building to come to Circe’s assistance, though at the same time, logic told him she could handle whatever the other woman could deliver. He wondered if the other woman was an elemental. She hadn’t done anything threatening.

      Yet.

      Maybe I should go help Circe.

      Now why the hell did he want to come to the defense of a woman he just met and barely knew. A woman who represented everything he hated about elemental life.

      He studied the man with them, the shifter man. The shifter was poised to save the brunette again, and that made Linc’s desire to aid Circe even stronger. Seconds later, the door opened wider, and Marco, Circe’s brother—and protector, as Linc could testify to—stepped behind his sister.

      Linc wondered if this would bode well for the newcomers or if Marco could deter violence and blood spilling.
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      Circe felt Marco’s presence behind her even before he opened the door. She and Marco weren’t twins, but if pressed, she’d swear they were as close as twins, that’s how connected she was to her younger brother.

      Irish twins, everyone called them because they were born less than a year apart. Of course, there was some Irish blood in their family, so that did make for some joviality at family gatherings. Though truth be told, Circe and her siblings didn’t seem to make it to family gatherings nearly as much as they should. A pang of guilt at that thought pierced her, before she pushed it away so she could deal with the family—cough, cough—standing right in front of her.

      Marco cleared his throat. “Hi, Mae.”

      Circe was frustrated that he didn’t seem the least bit hostile toward their traitorous cousin who stood before them.

      Marco stepped around her and toward the broad-shouldered shifter next to Mae. “I’m Marco.”

      Then he stood right there, next to Mae and Circe, facing both, not closer to one or the other, as if he was Switzerland and totally neutral.

      Circe seethed and gave him a dirty look.

      Way to go, baby brother, she thought, but said nothing.

      Marco glanced at her. “I forgot to give you the details.” Then he looked at Mae. “I’m sorry. It was a bit of a busy morning, never got around to telling Circe.”

      Mae nodded.

      The shifter—Jake, or Doc, Mae had called him—gave a nod. “Understandable.”

      “Shall we go inside?” Marco waved toward the front door, toward the interior.

      Circe bit back the urge to bite his arm, or even worse, strike him with a bolt of lightning and shove him out of the way for this betrayal, this insolence.

      Marco raised a brow, as if he and his elemental might know what she was thinking.

      Circe set her lips into a tight line and stepped out of the way. “By all means.” She ground the words out.

      Except it didn’t quite go as planned, when she backed up, she ran right into a solid wall of man chest and chiseled man abs.

      She whirled around.

      Linc.

      Things are just getting better and better.

      She straightened her back.

      “Sorry,” she managed to say without the agitation she felt with the situation. “I didn’t realize you’d crept up behind me.”

      Linc frowned. “Wasn’t creeping. You just didn’t hear me.” His forehead carried the lines of that frown, but they didn’t reach his eyes. His gaze held sympathy and pity.

      Why was he commiserating? How could he possibly know what she was feeling?

      He couldn’t, she knew, but she appreciated the silent support he was sending her way.

      “I was just heading out,” she said. “Marco, you can see to our guests.”

      There, that’ll fix Marco’s conniving ass, trying to trap me into talking to Mae.

      Marco was barely shaking his head, as if trying to pass her a message without making it obvious.

      She gave him a grimaced smile in reward, and pulled her keys from her bag.

      “Now?” Marco said, his tone clearly sending the signal that she would piss him off if she ran away.

      She tilted her head. “Yes, now.”

      “If—” Linc put a hand on her arm.

      She tried to ignore the surge of energy that flew between his skin and hers. She jerked her gaze to his eyes, wondered if he felt it.

      “If you don’t mind,” Linc continued, “I’d like a word with you.” He paused, waiting for her response, and when no response was forthcoming, he added, “Please.”

      Circe looked from Marco, to Linc, to Mae, then Jake, then finally allowed her gaze to settle on Linc again.

      “Sure,” she said hesitantly. “What about Dina?”

      “Napping. I ran into Marie on my way down. Asked her if she’d keep an eye on her. You know, if she wakes up.”

      Circe nodded. “Any of the meeting rooms will be fine.” She waved toward the hallway behind her.

      “Actually—” His grip on her hand grew more firm. “—I’d rather go outdoors, if it’s all the same for you.”

      It wasn’t all the same with her. Nothing was the same for Circe, but it didn’t seem like anyone gave a crap.

      Might as well go with the shifter who seemed to despise her, rather than the cousin who abandoned her, or the brother who betrayed her.
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      Linc couldn’t have said what motivated him to leave the drama-free comfort of his assigned room next to Dina’s, and go to Circe’s aid.

      And it’s not like she really needs my help anyway, he noted to himself.

      No, true. That she didn’t. At all.

      Not if that display he’d witnessed was any indication. That little electric show pretty much ensured her status as a major player.

      Still, there was something in her stature that drove him to slip away from the window and out the suite door. Luckily, he’d run into their assistant Marie as she was walking by, and she agreed to keep an eye on Dina.

      Not that Dina would necessarily need any watching. Often times after she’d calmed down following one of her episode, she’d sleep for hours. So, he wasn’t too worried about it. And Dina seemed to take to Marie as she was showing them around earlier.

      He’d arrived at the scene unfolding at the front door just in time to catch the exchange. The look in Circe’s eyes pushed him to want to whisk her away, save her from something that was obviously giving her grief.

      It’s not like he was some hero in a bodice-ripper romance, he couldn’t exactly pick her up in a fireman’s carry and haul her out of there. So, he appealed to her sense of duty, and the hope she didn’t hate him so much that she blew him off.

      Clearly, she didn’t hate him as much as she hated the situation she was in.

      He’d held the door for her, and now they found themselves walking about the grounds, farther and farther from the mansion.

      Circe walked wordlessly beside him, seemingly involved in her thoughts, or whatever the drama was he’d pulled her away from.

      They’d meandered through the topiaries—all animals, all huge, larger than the flesh and blood creatures would have been. Bears, tigers, lions, giraffes.

      He and Circe came to a row of hedges and were walking a straight line parallel to the well-groomed bushes.

      Finally, she spoke. “What was it you brought me out here for?”

      To save you from killing someone, or even getting hurt. Yeah, he couldn’t say that. He paused, thought it over. “Guess, I thought…”

      No, he still couldn’t come up with what to say.

      “Is it Dina?” she asked.

      “You look like you needed to get away.”

      She paused mid-step. “You…” Her eyes locked with his.

      He wished he could read the expression there. Was she pissed? Did he overstep?

      She exhaled. “I should thank you for giving me a good reason to get out of there.”

      He released a pent-up breath of concern. “You’re welcome.” He couldn’t take his gaze off her dark eyes with their gold flecks that sparked deeply within.

      Time to probe. “What was that all about?”

      “It’s a long story. Not one I want to cover right now.”

      “Are you open to suggestion?”

      She raised a finely arched brow and tilted her head slightly. “What’s on your mind?”

      Seeing you naked.

      Damn where did that thought come from. Jeez.

      He shoved his lion aside. The lion roared at him for trying to blame him for something that clearly was Linc’s thought.

      “Shifting for a run?” he asked.

      Her head tilted even farther.

      Maybe she thought he was crazy.

      He forged on. “It helps me to destress.” God knew, he had plenty to destress about.

      Dina.

      The elemental thing.

      And now, add his attraction to Circe.

      She was still silent.

      He shifted his weight uncomfortably, waiting for her to answer.

      A slow smile curved her full lips. “I haven’t done that in so long. I forgot how cleansing that can be.”

      She walked toward a small storage building near the hedges and placed her purse inside, then turned toward Linc.

      With a swiftness that belied the discomfort of shifting into their animal form, she transformed from a dark-haired, dark-eyed luscious, curvy beauty to a black panther.

      Her ebony fur shined in the darkness, her eyes had turned from a gold-flecked almost obsidian color to a dark emerald hue.

      She raised her majestic head and filled her panther lungs with a chest full of mountain air, then fixed her stare on him, her head tilted much the same way it had when in her human form.

      She pawed at the grass, as though impatient for him to get his own shift on.

      Linc took one last look at the beautiful beast before him.

      She was magnificent.

      In his mind, his lion roared his agreement.
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      In her panther form, Circe pawed the ground impatiently and watched the gorgeous specimen of mankind before her.

      She yawned and stretched. What was he waiting for? He was the one who suggested they shift and go for a run.

      She’d forgotten how good it felt to be in her panther skin. The sun warmed her fur, she blinked lazily, wanting to bask in the sunshine, to lie around lethargically.

      But the human side of her wanted to explode into action, to leap and run, to remove the stress that plagued her.

      She raised her lip in a slow snarl, warning the man that if he didn’t shift soon, she’d be on her way without him.

      That must have been the impetus he needed. Linc’s gaze was locked to hers while his eyes turned from a dark brown to amber.

      She backed up a paced at the intensity of his lion’s stare.

      Her panther snarled, commiserating with the discomfort and at times, the downright pain of shifting.

      The sounds of bones crunching and tendons stretching filled the air.

      It didn’t take long; within seconds he was a fully matured, full-maned lion. His fur was golden, but offset by a dark brown mane that moved with the mountain breeze.

      He huffed his lion’s chuffing, sounding more like a lion cough, revealing his large canines, making his alpha status clear. Canines much larger than her own gleamed in the sun’s bright light. His chest was massive and broad, his back rippled with musculature.

      He glanced around then turned his piercing gaze back to Circe and let loose a roar that shook the trees.

      And with that, he pounced toward the cover of the forest full of evergreen trees.

      Circe followed at a quick trot behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Circe and Linc ran, trotted, and loped, for more than an hour before they stopped at a brook to drink.

      Linc stood back while she lapped the fresh clear water to her heart’s content.

      She then stepped back and let him have his turn, guarding him, as bears lived in the area, and they weren’t the two-legged, shifting types of bears. Not that one was necessarily preferable over the other. Not all shifters were good—she’d learned that from experience.

      She felt a nudge against her mind and realized Linc was pushing her for a sync.

      Syncing was how shifters could communicate in their animal form. A silent style of mind-talking. She allowed for the syncing link and waited for him to speak.

      “Feel better?” His voice was deep in her mind.

      “Thank you. I needed that.” She paused and studied his broad head, his strong jawline. “Shift to human for a while?”

      His lion’s face looked slightly puzzled, but acquiesced. “Sure.”

      They both shifted to their human forms.

      Her clothes were rumpled, much like his own were; they looked like they’d been wrestling, tumbling around in a back seat.

      Her cheeks reddened at the thought, and then reddened even more as she found the thought of touching him to be more than a little pleasant.

      “Why did you want to shift?” he asked her. “We’re still a pretty good distance from your home.”

      “We can shift back. It’s just that—” She paused.

      Should she even tell him? He didn’t seem to be very fond of elementals.

      Oh, what the hell, he’d have to deal with it. He had a niece that was an elemental.

      She pushed forward with her answer. “My elemental gets antsy when the panther is in charge for too long.”

      Something undefinable flickered in his eyes, and she didn’t think it was the amber of his lion.

      She waited for him to say something before she went any further and stuck her foot in her mouth—not that I haven’t already done that a few times, clearly.

      “So, your elemental, your panther, and you, the human part of you, all three of you coexist peacefully? Why is it not that way for Dina?” His tone was tortured.

      She understood and empathized with the difficulty he’d clearly suffered as he watched little Dina struggle.

      It just wasn’t that easy to answer questions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Linc waited patiently for Circe to address his question. It was clear she was mulling it over from the array of expressions that ran across her face.

      Circe took a spot on a large boulder, and dangled her legs over the side, just above the brook’s cascading waterfall. She took her shoes off.

      She plucked a blade of grass from a crack in the boulder. “Funny how grass can sprout anywhere, isn’t it?”

      He gave a nod, and fought the urge to press her toward an answer. He needed to know what was going on. Needed to know what was happening with Dina. Linc joined her on the boulder.

      Circe finally turned her gaze his way.

      He took note of the anguish in her eyes.

      “Being an elemental and a shifter isn’t easy. It wasn’t easy, but it’s something I’ve managed to get under control.”

      He nodded, glad she’d finally gotten on with it.

      “Elementals are like—” She paused, turning the grass over and over in her fingers. “Elementals are non-corporeal beings. They are not flesh and blood. They’re more like spirits, I guess. They’re reluctant to reveal their history, but Albani and I have a special relationship.”

      When she said the name Albani, a flicker of golden yellow shined in her eyes, resembling lightning flashing in a dark sky.

      “Who is Albani?” he asked her.

      “My elemental. She⁠—”

      “Wait.” He shook his head in confusion. “So, your—these are—they are actual beings who have names?”

      “They were once flesh and blood, long ago.” Circe paused and cocked her head, as if hearing something.

      Or listening to something in her head, Linc thought.

      “What am I missing,” he asked after a moment’s silence.

      She turned back to him. “Albani and my panther.” She pursed her lips.

      Albani and her panther… what?

      What?

      Linc fought hard to keep from pushing up on her. He’d seen her lightning skills and wouldn’t want those turned against him, but mostly, he’d seen her frailty and didn’t want to be the cause of this woman’s pain.

      His lion roared in agreement.

      Stifle it, Linc told his lion.

      “A long time ago, there was a civilization of gifted people. People that could cast fire, ice, electricity⁠—”

      “Like you did,” he interrupted.

      Her eyes narrowed, and her jaw worked as though sorting through what she would say next.

      Linc held his breath.

      Shit.

      He hadn’t meant to reveal that he’d witnessed her particular gift from his suite’s window. Hopefully, she’d move on and ignore it, though he could see she’d grabbed onto the fact he knew her type.

      After a second longer, she continued. “And that group of individuals was taken hostage by another, the Barabins. They were forced to use their gifts to perform tasks for the Barabins. Tasks like making rain—they can only make rain happen in targeted small areas, so like say, over a field or two. Not enough to flood the entire world, before you get to thinking about Noah’s Ark and stuff like that.” She gave him a smile to let him know she was kidding. “And it is extremely draining to keep up that type of sustained activity. Sometimes draining to the point of death.” Tears welled in her eyes.

      He looked away, giving her privacy, though he had to wonder—was this her elemental Albani? Or…

      God, he had so many unanswered questions, and each answer she provided spawned a new set of questions.

      But for now, he had a more pressing question. “Why didn’t they use their gifts to kill their captors?”

      She turned her face away from him, and he was sure the tears were flowing.

      Her words were muffled when she spoke again. “Because the Barabins took their children and kept them far away, hidden. And if the ones who watched the children had cause to think my people had acted out, then they’d kill the children.” Her voice broke.

      “Circe.” Linc put his hand on her arm. “What is it that makes this hit home so hard for you? Can you tell me? Help me understand.” His own voice sounded thick with emotion. “Help me so I can help my niece. Help me so she doesn’t suffer the same fate as her mother.”

      Circe turned to face him. “Albani’s daughter was one of those taken.” She clasped her hands together and began to wring them frantically.

      Linc took her hand in his. “Was she—” He couldn’t finish his sentence.

      It was as if he hadn’t spoken, she went on with her story, his unposed question unaddressed. “The captives were conflicted. One faction wanted to kill the captors, thereby damning their children to a certain death, while the other faction wanted to keep complying with the Barabins and find another way to free themselves.”

      “So, what were they called? The ones with skills? The elementals? If the bad guys were the Barabins, what were the good ones called?”

      Circe shook her head. “That’s not for me to say.”

      “Do you know?” he asked her.

      She smiled, just a tiny one that gave a slight curve to her full, luscious lips.

      Linc looked away from the temptation of those lips before he asked his next question. “Then what happened? How did they get from being a civilization to being—” He waved his hand. “—to being what they are now?”

      “They were massacred.”

      Ouch.

      He hadn’t been expecting that, though he should have.

      For Pete’s sake, how else could they have become spirits, or spirit-like?

      “And they became—” Was he supposed to call them spirits? He changed direction. “What happened to the children?”

      “So, while the adults were attacking the Barabins, the captive children weren’t exactly inactive. Albani’s daughter was a teenager. She was the instigator behind an uprising. The children killed their captors and went back to find their parents and instead found their corpses.”

      “Shit,” he hissed the word out.

      What a thing for children to find.

      “With the aid of witchery, Albani’s daughter led the children and managed to resurrect their dead parents. But it wasn’t without a cost, and they couldn’t resume life in their own bodies. So, they traveled, and still do, body to body, for an eternity.”

      Who the hell knew?

      Linc leaned against a tree trunk next to the boulder. Who would have thought this was the story behind Dina’s powers? “So, the elemental in my niece has a name? And a history?”

      Circe nodded.

      “What’s the deal with being in a shifter then? Why’s the hybrid thing so dangerous?”

      “Shifters aren’t as easy for an elemental to control, or to hide in. Sometimes humans don’t even know they host an elemental.”

      “What? Really? How can that be?”

      “It depends on when the elemental enters the host. At birth, in utero, as a toddler, or even as an adult. If it happens when a human is an adult and knows how things are, how their body is—I’m not making sense.” She paused and frowned.

      “You mean if they don’t know what it feels like to have someone else in them?” Linc tried to help her, if only to hasten her toward answering those questions that burned within him.

      “Yes, I guess that’s what I’m trying to say. If they don’t know what it feels like to host another being, then they have nothing to compare it to. That’s how it is for young ones. Older individuals get it. Some go crazy. Some try to kill themselves. Some do so successfully.”

      Linc got that. He totally got that. That’s what happened to Dina’s mother. After she’d killed Linc’s brother.

      “Anyway,” Circe continued. “A shifter is powerful, not just physically, but also mentally. And a shifter recognizes that someone who doesn’t belong is in the body with him. Or her.” Circe chewed on her bottom lip.

      “That’s a hell of a lot for a person to have to deal with,” Linc admitted.

      He thought of Dina. A hell of a lot for a little girl to deal with.

      “Tell me about it.” Circe’s smile was hesitant.

      “I have a question,” Linc said.

      “As if you haven’t asked any yet?” Her smile grew, was more confident, more like the Circe he’d met earlier.

      And her smile was contagious. He returned it with one of his own.

      “Point taken.” He forged on, though, he knew this was probably risky territory, and quite invasive. “What was that drama about, earlier?”

      The breath that she heaved came out with a whoosh. “Long story,” she said.

      “So was the one you just told me,” he countered. “And you gave me the short version, I’m sure, and I stuck around for it.”

      “Yeah, but this one doesn’t really have any impact on you. The other one, at least, casts some light on what your niece is going through.”

      He wanted to tell her that what impacted her, impacted him as well, but how the hell would that sound?

      His lion snarled who gave a damn how it sounded, they both needed to let her know how he felt.

      How I feel?

      The lion roared.

      Fine. How we feel? How am I supposed to do that when we just met her? She’ll get creeped out. You need to chill out with that territorial claiming shit, right now, he warned his feline.

      His lion roared even louder.

      Linc ignored him.

      He turned his attention back to Circe, still wondering what the drama had been about. “Yeah, I know it may not be my business. But who knows, sometimes getting things off your chest can mean a lot. It can help.”

      He knew he was being hypocritical when he said that. It wasn’t like he was one to ever lean on anyone or share anything.
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      Circe studied the man beside her. It was as if his face was chiseled of stone. He had a face that even in a resting pose, looked like it proclaimed don’t mess with me.

      His body, hard and full of muscles, added to his fierceness.

      But it wasn’t like Circe was a wilting flower. She could take care of herself. She feared no man, no entity.

      She raised a brow and issued him a challenge. “How about this, you tell me a few things about yourself, then I’ll let you in.”

      His dark eyes narrowed. The gold and amber flecks in their depths bespoke of his lion’s presence near the surface. He rubbed his jaw, then moved his fingers up absently, tracing his lower lip, fascinating her.

      He’d vexed her. He’d mesmerized her panther. Circe was inexplicably drawn to the man. And so was her cat.

      He was still silent, his intense gaze still locked on her, assessing.

      “Well?” she prompted him.

      He gave a terse nod, as though she had him against a wall, or stuck between a rock and a hard place.

      “A long time ago, I met a woman. A shifter. I didn’t know at the time she was—had an elemental part of her. We dated. We split up. It wasn’t a good split. Angry and bitter, I guess, then she went after my brother.”

      Circe watched him closely for signs of deceit or callousness, she sensed only
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