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        My name is Justice, and yeah, I’m a demigod.

        So far as I can tell, that status isn’t all that impressive. I’m supposed to have magical powers, but all I’ve ever done is accidentally kill my mother.

      

      

      

      
        
        The only thing I have going for me is that I’m stronger, with sharper senses, than most humans. I’ve managed to turn those traits into something useful: I kill bad guys for a living.

        So long as I avoid those pesky human authorities (they aren’t keen on vigilante justice) and don’t get killed myself, I figure I’m winning.

      

      

      

      
        
        Until I run into them. Ajax, Malcolm, and Rafe. Ajax is quiet, reserved, stronger than anyone I know. Malcolm is the laidback Southern boy always looking for a good time. Rafe is the wise one, the one who sees too much … and has too many secrets.

      

      

      

      
        
        They are three outrageously sexy demigods.

      

      

      

      
        
        Who happen to be my fated mates.

      

      

      

      
        
        Hell, I didn’t think I’d ever find one, let alone three.

      

      

      

      
        
        Despite all our differences, it works. Well, the steamy part of our relationship, anyway. The rest?

      

      

      

      
        
        Not so much. As it turns out, I’ve mated with three altruistic men, and they aren’t willing to allow me to continue on with my vigilante ways. They say we’re a team now and we have to work together.

      

      

      

      
        
        But I’ve always worked alone.

      

      

      

      
        
        Justice & her League is the first book in the Demigods Trilogy. It is intended for mature audiences: 18+ readers only! It contains adult language and sexual situations. This is a fast burn reverse harem romance where the girl gets all the guys.

        Why choose?
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            Chapter One

          

          
            JUSTICE

          

        

      

    

    
      For the record, the name Justice wasn’t a predisposition from birth.

      During my late teens and early twenties, I heard “You were certainly misnamed, weren’t you?” more times than I should probably admit.

      I was a badass, immortal demigod. What the hell was I supposed to do with my time?

      Apparently, I was supposed to live up to my name. At least, somewhat. Vigilante justice still counts as justice, right?

      The cool part about bringing justice to humans was that I got to do a whole lot of ass-kicking as part of the plan. Taking out bad guys was how I stayed so chill.

      It wasn’t like I had anyone to talk to about my problems. Someone to blow off steam with. I had no friends, no family, and I worked alone. And to be honest, I liked it that way.

      Having people in my life meant I had to care about someone other than myself, and my past experience taught me that caring was a surefire way to emotional pain. Best to avoid it at all costs.

      Today’s brand of justice involved this creepazoid who was into human trafficking. Yeah, life sucked for those young women he had locked inside that barn across the way, but honestly, I wasn’t focused on them, their welfare.

      I was focused on ending his life. And if that made me an asshole, well, look at it this way: my killing him would save them.

      Win, win, right?

      I’d tracked my quarry to the middle of nowhere in Texas, which could mean I was practically anywhere in this great big state. More specifically, we were somewhere between San Antonio and Houston. This thug probably thought he was safe from the authorities.

      Except I wasn’t an authority. Not that kind, anyway.

      The area I’d tracked him to was a good twenty miles off the interstate and down a barely there two-track, surrounded by three-foot tall weeds and a ten-foot fence with razor wire twisted along the top. It was an old, abandoned stockyard, which, based on the fencing and the video cameras hidden under eaves and attached to light poles, I guessed the current occupant had repurposed and used frequently enough to justify the cost of all this security.

      I wasn’t sure how long he’d been a human trafficker. Online details, even on the dark web, were sketchy at best. Hell, I couldn’t even figure out how he found buyers for the women he kidnapped and sold into slavery, which was too bad because I wouldn’t have minded offing those motherfuckers too.

      The list of women who had disappeared from various places in Texas, never to be heard from again, was far too long to all be attributed to one guy.

      Or so I thought—until I saw this setup.

      Tonight was going to be the end of an era.

      It had been a bitch getting here undetected, which was another check in my nemesis’s favor. All that Texas flatland. No trees, no buildings, no towns. If someone were to put this place on a map, they should seriously consider calling it Nowhere, and not as a joke.

      Rotting, wooden pens where they once separated the cattle to auction them off surrounded a small, two-story building with a wide covered deck all around it. Grass as tall as me sprouted up around it, practically camouflaging the place.

      That building in the middle was where buyers used to stand and observe the various pens, so they could select which cows or steer they wanted to purchase. On the far side of this maze was a second, larger building that looked like a barn, but after researching online, I learned it used to be a boardinghouse for the ranch hands, or whatever people who worked the stockyards were called.

      This was where Ignacio the Human Trafficker was keeping his “merchandise.”

      The building was also currently on fire, which was problematic. Yes, for whomever was inside, but also for me, because I had my doubts that Ignacio was still in there, given the flames licking at the roof. But I wasn’t a hundred percent certain, since I hadn’t noticed anyone leaving this area in the last half hour.

      It was possible he set the blaze deliberately and had bailed long before I’d arrived, which didn’t make a whole lot of sense if his merchandise was still inside, and I was certain they were. I could feel it. I know that sounded weird, but a lot of things about me were weird.

      More likely, the fire had started due to faulty wiring or some other entirely accidental issue, which meant Ignacio could very well be in there, trying to figure out how to save those women. Not because he had any consideration for them as people—they were only potential income he wasn’t willing to lose.

      So I had to go in there, find Ignacio, kill him, and if there was time, free those women, or at the very least, point them toward the path to freedom.

      Ugh. It was so much easier when I snuck in while the bad guy was sleeping and popped a cap in his skull. Boom. Done. Problem solved, on to the next one.

      ’Cause there was always a next one. If humanity did one thing exceptionally well, it was abuse one another.

      Grateful for the new moon as well as my hooded black T-shirt, darkish skin, and black leggings, I flipped up the head covering, palmed my SIG P320, and ran toward the burning building, diving into the maze of fenced corrals. It was more complicated this way, but I was less likely to be detected than if I were running around the outside, where there were more cameras and less places to hide.

      I made it to the auctioneer’s building in the center and flattened myself against the rough wooden side so I could catch my breath and scope out my surroundings again. From this vantage point, I could see plumes of smoke pouring from the roof of the boardinghouse, even against the midnight sky.

      The faint sound of a siren caught my attention.

      Shit. It didn’t seem likely that Ignacio would have installed an alarm tied to the closest fire department. He wouldn’t want to take the chance that someone might see something about his operation that he didn’t want them to see.

      Which meant some Good Samaritan had noticed this fire, out here in Bumfuck, Egypt—er, Texas. For Christ’s sake, there was zero civilization for at least fifty miles. Yet whoever had realized the building was ablaze had obviously called 9-1-1, and now a freaking fire truck was heading my way.

      This was a complication I did not need. The fire itself was bad enough, even though it wasn’t that large yet; not that it would take long for it to consume this building made of hundred-year-old kindling.

      But as soon as Ignacio heard that siren, he’d bolt, regardless of how much profit he was going to lose by leaving those women for the fire department to discover. It was still better than going to prison and losing potential for all future income.

      Crouching and running, I moved through the maze of pens, watching for movement, for a body to come hurtling out of the boardinghouse.

      And then they did, multiple bodies. Ignacio had a lot of guards, which wasn’t surprising given the type of “merchandise” he dealt in. There was always at least one prisoner who was willing to risk her life by running. Hell, if I were in their situation, that one would be me.

      The last guard was straggling quite a few feet behind the rest. Flipping the safety on, I tucked my gun into the handy side pocket on my leggings, then, as he jogged past my hiding place, I secured my shoe on the bottom slat, flipped my other leg over the top of the fence, and hopped down on the other side, grabbing the guy by the back of his shirt at the same time.

      He went flying around in an arc and slammed into one of the rotting wooden fence poles, which cracked and splintered from the impact. Before he could shout, I rolled him onto his back and straddled him, pressing my gun to his temple and covering his mouth with my other hand. His eyes went wide for a moment and then he lifted his hands in surrender.

      I was a totally suspicious person, so I painstakingly, slowly lifted my hand, anticipating a cry for help, but to my surprise, he stayed quiet.

      “Good man,” I acknowledged.

      He just kept staring up at me.

      “Do you speak English?” Courtesy of my mom, who was from Columbia, and an extensive trip around South America when I was in middle school, I spoke fluent Spanish and enough Portuguese to get by, so as long as this guy was able to communicate via one of those three languages, we’d be able to have a nice, friendly chat.

      He nodded.

      “Where’s Ignacio?” I needed confirmation that he was still in the building. The way that group had taken off, every man for himself instead of protecting the person who would likely have been right in the middle, was a big hint.

      Without speaking and without breaking eye contact, the guy pointed at the burning structure.

      I pushed the barrel of the gun more insistently against his face.

      “I swear, I swear,” he blurted. “He won’t leave the women.”

      I was perfectly okay with killing the hired help if the situation warranted it on these missions, but today, given the flames and the fire truck headed our way, there wasn’t time. And my gut told me this guy wasn’t going to rat me out or warn Ignacio that I was coming. He just wanted to get the hell away from this place.

      Besides, my end game was obviously still inside, and I needed to get in there and take him down before the fire did.

      Not that letting him burn to death or die from smoke inhalation was off the table; it was more that I needed proof that he was truly dead. And the only way to guarantee that was to do it myself.

      The siren abruptly stopped and then there was a crash, the sort of sound a giant truck made when it barreled through a chain-link fence.

      Crap. They were closer than I thought. I needed to get in there, take down Ignacio, and get out again, undetected. I wasn’t in the mood to come up with an explanation for my presence at the scene of a burning building in the middle of nowhere to a bunch of rural firefighters.

      My record wasn’t exactly squeaky clean, and maybe, just maybe, there were a couple of arson accusations on that record.

      Climbing off the guard, I sprinted toward the building, running to the side that seemed to be least on fire. There wasn’t a door over here, but there were plenty of windows, although most were covered by plywood. I used my elbow to break the glass on the single available pane, and, ignoring the shards stabbing through my gloves as I grasped the sill, I dove inside and immediately crouched low to the floor, lifting my shirt to cover my nose and mouth as I used my extraordinary vision to check out my surroundings.

      I was in an office, based on the lacquered desk and cracked faux leather chair I could see through the haze of smoke and the emergency lights that hadn’t yet been taken out by the fire. There wasn’t a computer on the desk, but there was an ethernet cable and a rectangular disturbance to the dust coating the flat surface.

      How decent could the internet possibly be way out here where there was no civilization whatsoever?

      My better-than-average hearing picked up the obvious sounds of a fire: crackling, spitting, a beam or wall giving way and crashing to the ground. And underneath all that, a cluster of rapidly beating hearts and accelerated breathing patterns. One, two, three... Twenty-two. No, twenty-three. That last one was beating more erratically than the others.

      Wait. Was Ignacio trapped with all those women he’d kidnapped and tortured and planned to sell off to the highest bidder? The thought gave me a bit of morbid satisfaction as I homed in on their location, pulled open the office door, and swung an immediate left.

      Apparently, every single last guard had bolted. Well, most humans were pretty damn afraid of fire, and unless they had a much bigger incentive than a paycheck—firefighters not withstanding—chances were high that they were going to take off.

      Someone was still here with those women though, and my bet was on Ignacio, although I had no idea why at this point. Burning to death with his merchandise wasn’t exactly his MO.

      But honestly, I didn’t give a shit about his reasons. As soon as I made it to that room they were all apparently locked in, he was a dead man—whether by the flames or a bullet from my gun, I didn’t care so long as I witnessed it happening.

      Still crouching, I hurried along a hallway filled with mostly open doorways leading to tiny spaces I guessed were supposed to be bedrooms, based on the bare mattresses lying on the dirty floor in most of them. The windows were covered with plywood, probably an extra precaution to ensure the merchandise didn’t bolt.

      Another crash, this one much closer than the fire, should have been a red flag, but I was too focused on my quarry to give it and the accompanying shattering glass any real notice.

      So when a closed door suddenly opened as I hurried past, I turned without thinking and was greeted by the flat piece of wood slamming into my face.

      The impact sent me hurtling backward and crashing into the wall before sliding to the floor with a thud.

      Ah, shit, that hurt! I swiped at my nose, my shirtsleeve and glove coming away streaked with blood. Luckily, I hadn’t lost my grip on my gun, which I started to lift to point at the dark hulking figure looming over me.

      Before I could aim, let alone pull the trigger, a hand clamped around the gun from above my head, jerking it so that the barrel faced the ceiling. My finger automatically squeezed the trigger and then plaster and dust and probably all sorts of creepy crawlers—it was an abandoned building, after all—were raining down on me. I released my hold on the gun so I could protect my head from whatever was crashing down from the hole I’d put in the ceiling.

      A moment later, I was lifted off my feet—literally—and my back met the wall again while a massive hand held me by the throat, my toes dangling a full six inches off the ground.

      One thing about Ignacio, he was good at not being seen. The only pictures I’d unearthed were so grainy, there was no way to positively ID the guy. For all the surveillance I’d performed over the last few months, all I’d caught were brief glimpses that told me he was a man and he had dark hair. By “he was a man,” I meant that he had a masculine build, although it wasn’t overly large by any means.

      Not like the guy currently holding my life in his hand. This guy was freaking huge. Giant hands, even giant-er arms. A chest the width of a football field. I tried to lower my head to check him out below the torso, but he tightened his grip and growled, so I finally lifted my gaze to his face.

      The moment we made eye contact, three things happened simultaneously. First, something hit me, not like a fist, but this crazy sensation, more powerful than any of the angry feelings I’d had about the bad guys I hunted— or any feelings I’d had about anyone ever, for that matter.

      Second, my captor’s eyes, dark in a nearly as dark face, went comically wide.

      And third, his hand opened like somebody pushed a button on a remote control, and then I was free falling to the plaster- and dust-strewn floor, so unexpectedly that I didn’t have time to anticipate the impact and I landed hard on my wrist, which protested painfully enough for me to cry out.

      Suddenly, there were two other guys standing over me. One of them said in a Southern accent, “Whoa, Ajax, what the hell was that weird feeling projecting from you like the Bat-Signal? And who the hell is that?”

      I glanced up to confirm that he was referring to me. Southern Accent had dirty blond hair, pale blue eyes, white-boy-who-likes-to-hang-outside skin, a slightly crooked nose, and insanely kissable lips.

      Wait…what?

      In an attempt to stall so I could gather my clearly broken brain cells, I checked out the third guy. Also tall. Also muscular. And superhot, although in a totally Casanova way. Not in the looks department—honestly, the original Casanova wasn’t exactly attractive—but in a totally I-want-to-have-an-affair-with-him way.

      What. The. Fuck. Was. Going. On?

      “Oh shit,” Casanova said.

      “She’s hot,” Blondie said.

      Ajax grunted.

      This was officially the strangest assignment I’d ever been on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            RAFE

          

        

      

    

    
      Looked like we finally connected with our mate.

      Not entirely—that required an official mating ritual—but the magical ribbons tying us together had started twining.

      Poor Malcolm and Ajax had been waiting for this moment for more than 150 years. Me? Well, that was complicated. I was even older than the two of them, but my life had taken a strange turn about a decade and a half ago, and sometimes I wasn’t sure what I was waiting for.

      This wasn’t exactly the best of circumstances in which to run into the woman who was meant to complete our little family.

      The fates certainly had a fucked up sense of humor, didn’t they? Well, I knew that already; they’d paired me with Ajax and Malcolm, after all. Ajax was okay—he didn’t talk much and was a solid team player—but Malcolm was a giant pain in my ass. I loved the guy like a brother—and he also annoyed the hell out of me like a brother.

      And now we had a fourth to complete our sacred circle.

      And holy shit, was she not the most perfect final piece to our crazy-ass puzzle? Her hair was pitch black, her skin dark, her eyes brown. South American heritage, I’d guess. She had full lips, a lean neck, tits that were more than a handful each, a narrow waist, and flared hips that just begged to be grabbed while fucking. Oh, and those long, coltish legs were perfect for wrapping around a guy’s hips while he—

      “First things first,” I said. I needed a distraction and somebody had to take charge and finish this damn mission before the building collapsed and killed the very reason we’d set it on fire in the first place.

      “Rescue mission,” I added as a reminder.

      “Right,” Malcolm said, and he offered the woman on the floor a hand to help her to her feet. “But can we first discuss—?”

      “No,” I cut him off sharply. We didn’t have time, and the way the woman was eyeing us, I had my doubts she realized what our inadvertent and yet fated meeting actually meant.

      When she didn’t immediately grasp Malcolm’s hand, Ajax grabbed her under the arms and lifted her to her feet. She dropped into a defensive stance, back to the wall, like she was going to take on all three of us at once.

      While that idea made my dick twitch, this was so not the time, and she was very obviously not on the same page, so I snatched the gun from Ajax and offered it to her, butt first.

      Her gaze shot from the gun to my face and back again, with a quick pause to check out both Malcolm and Ajax in between.

      “Who the hell are you?” she finally asked, taking the gun and checking the ammo like she was worried I’d somehow managed to empty the chamber while she stood there.

      Despite that distrust, her voice had the exact effect I always imagined my fated mate’s voice might have, except place, time, situation.

      “Ajax, Malcolm, and Rafael, or Rafe for short. Any more than that will take way more time than we have right now, so let’s rescue those girls first,” I said.

      “Then we can grab a drink or seven,” Malcolm quipped, “and Rafe can explain everything.”

      I arched my brows, and he shrugged. “I’m pretty clueless right now too.”

      Of course he was. Malcolm lived in the moment, which was good for him because it helped him avoid the melancholy and lament that went along with craving a fated mate we had never met and had no idea how they would fit into the family.

      The woman gave us each another once-over. “Are you the firefighters?”

      Malcolm chuckled. “Good disguise for rescuers, huh?”

      “You aren’t dressed like firefighters.” Her gaze skated over each of us in turn again, taking in Malcolm’s shorts and T-shirt, Ajax’s cargo pants and tight, camo shirt, and my black warmup pants and black tank.

      Malcolm stabbed his thumb over his shoulder. “Left the coats and shit in that room. Those uniforms are hot as fuck and way too bulky.” He affected a ridiculous Ninja pose. “I need to be able to move.”

      “We needed a way to get in that wouldn’t raise suspicion,” I explained. “And would also give us a means to getting those women out. The truck has been modified, so they will be able to fit into a cavity hidden inside, and we can get them to safety.”

      “Is it weird that you’re trusting me with this information when five seconds ago your bodyguard here had me in a choke hold?” our mate asked.

      Ajax grunted.

      “Not really,” I replied.

      “Why are you here?” Malcolm asked. “And how did you get in undetected?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Wore black, waited for a new moon, stuck to the shadows, avoided the cameras. Who the hell are you?”

      Malcolm smacked my chest with the back of his hand. “She’s gonna be a great addition to our team.” He snickered. Apparently, he’d finally figured out who she was to us.

      Meanwhile, she looked as if she might prefer burning with the building over joining our team.

      “You didn’t answer his question,” Ajax pointed out. He sounded suspicious even as his eyes lapped her up like warm milk.

      “Yes, I did,” the woman replied.

      “Not the first one,” Ajax shot back, and fates be damned, were they about to get into a fistfight?

      The walls shook, sending up a cloud of dust—probably caused by another chunk of this building giving in to the relentless flames.

      All four of us suddenly hyper-focused.

      “They’re in a room down that hall.” The woman pointed. “If there’s a guy with them, he’s mine.”

      “What do you mean, mine?” Ajax practically snarled. One minute he’s ready to throw down, and the next he’s getting all jealous and overprotective and we didn’t even know the woman’s name.

      What the hell were the fates thinking?

      “He’s my kill. If you all are here to rescue those women, have at it. I’ll be busy blowing Ignacio’s head off.”

      “Wait.” I grabbed her arm. The magic that flowed between us—the mating bond beckoning us, summoning us—was so strong I nearly lost my train of thought, but I shook it off. Twenty-two women’s lives depended on me thinking with the brain above my shoulders.

      Her eyes went wide and dropped to stare at my hand on her arm, and shit, she had no clue that she was our mate.

      All three of us.

      But first … “Why are you here?” I demanded.

      “I’ve been chasing Ignacio for months. I’ve never gotten this close before. And I’m not letting”—she flapped her hand at each of us in turn—“whatever this is get in my way.”

      Ajax canted his head. “Do you not care about those women’s lives?”

      I saw something in her eyes—guilt, maybe?—but it was gone in an instant, replaced with determination.

      “Once Ignacio is dead, they won’t be in danger anymore.”

      I couldn’t argue with her logic.

      “Let’s do this,” Malcolm said. He wasn’t normally the go-getter in our dynamic. “The sooner we get this mission knocked out, the sooner we can get to figuring out this whole thing.” He drew a circle with his finger, encompassing, I assumed, the four of us.

      “There isn’t a ‘whole thing,’” the woman said, and then she lifted the collar of her shirt to cover her nose, crouched low to the ground, and charged down the hall toward the room where twenty-two women were probably scared out of their damn minds.

      I lurched after her, totally focused on the way that black spandex wrapped around the globes of her ass, but Ajax grabbed the back of my shirt and all but tossed me behind him, into our usual formation of him going first, me in the middle, and Malcolm bringing up the rear.

      There weren’t any guards; the fire had frightened them all off, just as we’d intended. Ignacio still being in the building was an accident. We’d expected him to flee along with the rest of his crew.

      We didn’t typically go after the bad guys directly. We rescued victims and left trails for the human authorities to track down and deal with the ones in charge. It was easier for humans to explain that way. Usually, an assumption was made that the victims had rescued themselves, and our names were left out of the press, which was exactly how we wanted it to play out.

      I call us behind-the-scenes heroes. Malcolm bitched about it sometimes, claiming he wouldn’t mind a little glory once in a while, but that was exactly how Ajax and I liked to operate.

      When we reached the room where we believed the women were being held, all four of us flattened ourselves against the wall, two on each side of the closed door.

      “What’s your name anyway?” I whispered.

      Our fourth and final mate whipped her head around to glare at me. “We are not friends,” she snapped in a whisper. “As soon as I’m done with my objective, I’m out of here.”

      I almost chuckled, because there was no way in hell that was going to happen. She may need time to come to terms with the fact that she was our mate, but we’d waited far too long to let her go now that we’d found her. Besides, as I understood it, once people like us found our fated mate, the connection that roared to life never died again—unless she did, of course.

      Resisting the urge to reach for the locket I always kept in my pocket, I touched her arm instead, knowing the jolt would draw her attention. “Ajax will go in first, then me, then you, with Malcolm watching our backs.”

      “I work alone.”

      “Not today,” Ajax said as he moved in front of us and started the process we’d perfected a decade ago. Although normally it was only three of us, it wasn’t hard to add a fourth, especially when we sandwiched her in the middle.

      And then I had to suppress the image of this woman being sandwiched between the three of us, sans clothes. I never realized how much everyday rescue missions could be euphemisms for sex.

      We’d set the fire on the far end of the abandoned building, in an area that had collapsed into itself and was clearly uninhabitable. We’d chosen that location so we’d have time to rescue these women who had been ripped from their lives with the intention of selling them to despicable excuses for human beings who would likely do equally despicable things to them. They’d be miserable until they died, and the guy running this little organization would be a very rich man. It was amazing how evil bastards always had obscene amounts of money to throw at their sick little pastimes.

      The slight problem with our fire-setting plan was that this building had been built almost entirely of wood that had been baking in the relentless South Texas sun for nearly a century. It was kindling, and the fire was eating its way through it far faster than we’d counted on.

      Which still wouldn’t have been a problem had we not inadvertently run into our fated mate and spent precious minutes accidentally slamming her in the face with a door, nearly strangling her, and then being shocked over discovering who she was.

      We should probably apologize when this was over.

      “Time to get this show on the road,” I said, lifting my shirt to cover my nose like our mate was doing. She gave me a narrow-eyed glare, but I ignored it and focused on Ajax’s hand signal: a lift of his arm and a quick close of his fist.

      And…action!

      He charged at the door, slamming his shoulder against it and splintering it in one hit. A well-placed kick practically disintegrated the thing, and then we were rushing into the room, guns drawn. Our mate—it sure would be handy if she’d tell us her name—took off to the left without bothering to check with any of us, while Ajax and Malcolm started to the right like we’d planned.

      Malcolm tracked my sudden deviation from the plan with his gaze, and I pointed at our girl. He nodded once and continued following Ajax. Malcolm, while plenty powerful in his own right, wasn’t nearly as big as Ajax, so it made sense to send in the muscle first. Malcolm excelled at swooping in and making the victims feel safe and secure enough to be willing to go along with whatever we instructed them to do.

      I heard screams and shouts for help, which meant we’d found the women we’d come to rescue. Now we just needed to herd them out the door and to the truck while protecting each other and them from any guards who might still be hanging around outside. Easier said than done when I also felt obligated to keep an eye on a woman I didn’t know yet felt connected to in a way that was more intense than anything I’d ever felt in my long, long life.

      A woman who believed she was meant to fight alone.

      A woman who was here to kill the bad guy instead of rescuing the victims. Was that really what she’d said?

      The screams and shouts had died down; Ajax and Malcolm had found the prisoners.

      I kept my distance from our mate, partially so as not to spook her but also so I could watch her work, get an idea of how she operated. Now that our little circle was complete, there was no limit to what we’d be able to do in the world. Connecting with one’s fated mate—or mates—unlocked seriously powerful magic.

      Everybody knew that.

      With four people using their full potential of magical stores, well…we could be fucking kings—and a queen—if we wanted to be. Maybe, hopefully, we’d be as powerful as those gods who were always trifling with our lives.

      The room we’d entered appeared to be some sort of foyer with a small office in the back. Our mate skirted around the perimeter and headed straight for that office, like she knew her quarry was in there. Maybe she did. Even without releasing our magic, all demigods had some sort of intuition; it just manifested in different ways.

      She kicked in the door, gun held steady in front of her. I heard her talking to someone, although I couldn’t make out the words, so I moved closer. But I paused when another woman materialized out of the smoke and haze and made her way toward the office. She wore a simple, shapeless dress and no shoes. She had dusky skin and midnight hair that was long, nearly to her butt, and draped over her shoulder in dark waves. She held something in her hands—a cattle prod, maybe.

      My assumption was that she was one of the rescued women who’d decided she wanted revenge on the guy who was keeping her prisoner. But then that intuition I was talking about kicked in, and suddenly I was not at all sure this woman was on our side.

      As soon as she slipped into the office, I charged forward and caught her around the waist, tackling her to the floor as she raised her weapon with clear intent to crash it down on the back of my mate’s head.

      My mate whipped around, her eyes widening as I landed on top of the other woman and shoved the cattle prod out of her reach.

      “I told you, I work—”

      “Behind you,” I shouted.

      She turned just as Ignacio—I assumed it was him, anyway—pulled a gun out of the desk he stood behind. As he lifted the weapon, she dropped to her knees and leaned forward, slamming her palms against the desk and sending it skidding toward him.

      The piece of furniture hit his knees, and he lost his balance and grip on the firearm. My mate grabbed the weapon and pointed it and her own gun at the guy.

      That’s when I got clocked on the side of the head with the cattle prod I’d obviously not shoved far enough out of reach.

      And suddenly, the floor was racing toward my face, even as the edges of my vision went hazy, and everything went dark.
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      “What the fuck happened?” the blond one, Malcolm, roared when he stuck his head into the office and noticed Rafael or Rafe-for-short laid out on the floor.

      The hulking—and okay, seriously hot—black guy shadowed the doorway next, then he pushed Malcom out of the way so he could slip inside the room and drop to his knees next to Rafe’s body.

      “Did you do this to him?” Malcolm demanded while Ajax pressed two fingers to Rafe’s neck and then prodded his head, causing the guy to let out a pained-sounding groan.

      “Of course not,” I said, full of all sorts of indignation. I’d told Rafe I worked alone, and he’d insisted on following me anyway. He made the choice; how were the consequences of that decision my fault?

      When Rafe rolled over onto his back, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, and then I glanced around the office. The only people in here were myself and these three guys to whom I was insanely sexually attracted, which made no sense. I mean, I’d been attracted to guys plenty in my life, and I’d acted on probably 75 percent of those scenarios.

      But it never happened in the middle of a job, and never with such intensity—or with three guys at once.

      If they asked me to pick which one I wanted most, I’d be unable to give an answer.

      It was seriously fucked up. Clearly, I needed to get laid, but more than that, I needed to know where the hell Ignacio went.

      “Don’t even tell me he got away,” I snapped at Malcolm.

      “Okay, I won’t tell you.”

      “Could you be any more cliché?”

      He shrugged. “Clichés are funny.”

      Flinging my hands in the air, I twirled around toward the door. “I gotta go. I need to track him down and—”

      “Do not let her leave,” Rafe practically growled at Malcolm, who had edged his way onto the threshold.

      I narrowed my eyes. Malcolm crossed his arms.

      “Don’t make me hurt you,” I warned.

      “Go ahead and try.” He grinned. “I promise to enjoy every moment.”

      For fuck’s sake, was that a growl that just escaped through my clenched teeth?

      Ajax had pulled Rafe to his feet. “First,” Rafe said, his gaze on me, “we help these women get back to their lives. Or, if that’s not what they want, we help them start new ones.”

      “What do you mean, first?” I demanded, even though I was pretty sure I already knew the answer.

      “Before we track down the guy in charge of this operation.”

      Oh, I don’t think so. “That could take weeks! And also—”

      “More like months,” Malcolm said.

      I bared my teeth at him. He winked back. I shifted my focus to Rafe, who was obviously the leader of this little group of sexy guys.

      “Look, I told you, I work alone. And while I’m glad those women are now free, my objective is to kill Ignacio. I don’t want anything to do with helping them get on with their lives.”

      “That’s not how it works,” Ajax said. Pretty sure it was the first time he’d spoken directly to me since he tried to strangle me earlier. No, wait. He’d asked me to clarify when I said Ignacio was mine, like he was jealous or some shit. What the hell did he have to be jealous over?

      I crossed my arms under my breasts, and ignored the way his gaze dropped before lifting to my eyes again. I forced myself to ignore the way my lady bits were doing a happy dance over the idea that he liked my breasts. Was there a heterosexual man alive who didn’t like boobs? So why was my traitorous body so pleased that this particular guy found mine attractive?

      “Listen, big guy—” The sound of breaking glass cut me off, and I glanced over to Malcolm, who’d just knocked all the panes out of the single window in this tiny office.

      “Time to go,” he announced, using his elbow to dislodge the thin strips of wood that had been holding the panes in place.

      As much as I wanted to argue, we were standing in a burning building. Moving outside to carry on this conversation did make sense. So I waved at Malcolm to go first.

      He shook his head. “I always take up the rear.” He waggled his brows.

      Argh.

      Ajax strode over and climbed out the window, then Rafe followed, popping his head up and holding out his hand like he was offering to help me.

      “I got it,” I snapped, but when I tried to gracefully make my way through the opening, I fell backward and probably would have slammed my head against the concrete floor if Malcolm hadn’t been there to catch me.

      What the hell was that sizzle shooting through my damn bloodstream every time one of these guys touched me or looked me in the eye? Obviously, I believed in magic—hello, demigod—but this was not anything I’d ever experienced before.

      “Do you feel that?” I asked as he hefted me through the window. As frustrating as his cheeky flirting was, Malcom seemed the easiest to talk to.

      “Yep.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “I think I know, but Rafe would explain it best.”

      Not helpful.

      Once I was safely on the other side, he followed, and Ajax led the way around the building, along the rows of holding pens to the waiting firetruck. I didn’t see any women loitering. Where had they gone?

      “Inside the truck,” Malcolm reminded me, as if he could read my thoughts. For all I knew, he could. It would explain his flirting. I needed to tone down those dirty thoughts that wouldn’t stop bouncing around in my head.

      “We told them to hide in the secret compartment in case Ignacio managed to escape,” Malcolm added. “Turned out to be a good plan, I’d say.”

      Speaking of Ignacio escaping… “I have to go after him.”

      “No one is going after him,” Rafe said flatly. He sounded irritated with me, and damned if that didn’t make me feel bad about letting him get conked on the head.

      Whatever this … this thing was between us, I did not like it.

      “Okay, look.” I stopped just short of the truck. “How about we make a deal? You fill me in on what this whole thing between us is, and I’ll help you do whatever you need to do with these women.”

      My objective had not changed in the last thirty seconds. I still planned to kill Ignacio. And I’d definitely get back to that plan—alone. But I also wanted answers that apparently only Rafe could give. So I’d stick around long enough to get what I needed and slip out while they were tending to those frightened women in there.

      Easy-peasy.

      “You’re still planning to track down Ignacio,” Rafe commented a short time later.

      Malcolm was driving the firetruck—and having way too much fun doing so—while Ajax sat shotgun, gripping the oh shit bar like he truly believed his life depended on it. Rafe and I sat in the jump seats behind them, and twenty-one women were huddled in a hidden compartment built into this gigantic truck specifically for this purpose. These guys put a lot more time and effort into their rescue missions than I did in my kill missions.

      “How about we talk about the woman who was with him?” I suggested as a change of subject. I did not like the way these guys could practically read my thoughts. How come I couldn’t read theirs?

      To be fair, I hadn’t tried. I didn’t care. I admit, screwing them, all three of them, was not off the table. But anything more than that…not happening. If they were all willing, I’d happily scratch three individual itches, get the lowdown from Rafe in the process, and I was out of here.

      “How much do you know about Ignacio?” Rafe asked.

      Way more than I planned to tell any of them. “He has never had a female partner. He sees women as objects to be used and sold. That’s it.”

      “And we know there were twenty-two women being held prisoner in that old stockyard,” Malcolm piped up from the driver’s seat, right before he blasted the horn to convince a red Honda Civic to get the hell out of his way. We were on I-10, heading east toward Houston. Even though we didn’t have the lights on, most vehicles were automatically moving out of our way, but that Civic had needed a nudge.

      “Stockholm syndrome,” Ajax commented.

      I could buy that. It meant that poor woman was pretty messed up, because I had no doubt Ignacio had done horrible, horrible things to her, or had someone else do them. It also meant I now had two people to kill instead of one. She’d slammed a cattle prod against Rafe’s head and knocked him out cold, and I did not forgive easily.

      I glanced at Rafe, who arched his brows.

      “How’s your head?” I asked.

      He reached up and touched what was probably a hell of a goose egg and winced. “Hurts, but I’ll live. By the way, I apologize on behalf of all three of us for hitting you with the door and then for Ajax nearly strangling you.”

      I touched my nose, which, courtesy of an ability to heal much faster than typical humans, was hardly swollen anymore, and swallowed thickly. “It’s okay. I’ll live too.”

      He smiled. It wasn’t funny or conniving or mysterious. It was just a gentle smile.

      And it did things to that already heated area between my thighs. I squirmed. Rafe’s eyes tracked the motion.

      “Once we get the rest of them settled and they start trusting us, we’ll get the story out of them,” he said, like he was looking for something to drag his mind away from the way I kept shifting my hips.

      “Where are we going, anyway?” I asked.

      “We own a ranch on the outskirts of Houston. It’ll be a tight fit, but we’ll figure out a place for everyone to sleep. Tomorrow we’ll start sorting through who wants to go home and how to get them there.”

      The ranch on the outskirts of Houston turned out to be a massive plantation home on a bunch of acres of property where a mess of dogs and cats and assorted other animals roamed.

      “You run an animal rescue?” I asked, dropping to my knees to give belly rubs when a giant German shepherd and a mastiff ambled over and obligingly rolled onto their backs.

      “That pleases you?” I could hear the smile in Rafe’s voice.

      “To be fair,” Malcolm said, “Ginger and Tabitha run it. We just live here and bankroll it and occasionally borrow the house for missions like these.” He and Ajax were busy opening a hidden compartment door on the firetruck. Several of the women’s faces lit up when they saw all the waiting dogs. I suspected bringing them here was deliberate. Possibly running an animal rescue was entirely on purpose to complement their rescue missions.

      A woman with red hair so bright I could see it even in the dusky twilight wandered up from the direction of the house. Once she got close enough, I could see her freckles splattered across her pale nose. She wore a green T-shirt and black leggings and a welcoming smile.

      “Hey, boys,” she called out but stopped short when she saw me.

      Okay, that was weird, because most of the women had climbed out of the truck by this point, and they were all far more bedraggled and scared looking than me. Of the group, I’d say I probably looked the most…normal. Or at least unaffected.

      “You found her,” the redhead said, staring at me. “I sensed a disturbance a few hours ago, but Piper was in the middle of birthing her kittens, and she was struggling, so I thought that was it.”

      “Is she okay?” Ajax asked, sounding genuinely concerned for the mama cat.

      “Totally fine,” Red said, patting his arm. “Everybody’s healthy, and they all nursed like champs. Six of ’em. We can get everybody settled, and then I’ll show them to you. I assume everyone is spending the night?”

      “As always, you assume correctly,” Malcolm said, and he bounced up and pecked her on the cheek. Holy shit, was that jealousy suddenly raging through my body? But Malcolm caught my eye, sidled over to my side and slid his hand into mine, giving it a reassuring squeeze that sent currents of lust curling through my blood.

      What the hell was wrong with me?

      “Welcome to the family,” the redhead said, and before I could step out of reach, she pulled me into a hug like we were long-lost friends.

      “Right,” I said when she released me. Malcolm snickered. Ajax looked like he was about to ask about kittens again.

      “Oh,” she said, blinking rapidly and shifting her gaze to Ajax. “Does she not realize?”

      “No,” I said waspishly, “she does not realize.” I turned on my heel and followed Rafe, who was leading the group of women toward the house.

      It was time to get this over with so I could get back to my life.

      I worked alone. Always had, always would.
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      Rafe worked up a shower schedule—there were six full baths in this house, so it wasn’t too long a wait for anyone, really— Malcolm and Ginger went in search of blankets, sheets, pillows, and blowup mattresses, and I was left to—

      "I don’t need a babysitter.”

      Uh, keep our new mate company.

      Yeah, I knew what she was. I wasn’t excited about it, though.

      She wasn’t anything like I imagined she’d be. The whole I-only-seek-revenge-and-don’t-care-about-saving-humanity bit was off-putting.

      Only a little, though. It certainly wasn’t enough to keep me from wanting to screw her until we were both blind.

      I’d not felt a surge of lust like this ever before in my life, and I didn’t know what to do with it other than proposition her. Except I wasn’t Malcolm, who would absolutely hit on her the first time they were alone, or Rafe, who was subtly getting under her skin without her realizing it.

      I wasn’t suave with women, like the two of them. They either had to slap me in the face with their attraction or I simply blurted out a suggestion and they went with it or they didn’t.

      Ginger and I had an occasional thing going a few years back, and for a while, it had been enough. We both knew she wasn’t my fated mate because any mate of mine would also be Rafe and Malcolm’s mate, and she’d never clicked like that with either of them.

      But Ginger met Tabitha, who turned out to be her mate, and I stepped away and let them do their thing.

      Since then, I’d focused on our missions, saving people in need, and did my best to mostly ignore that niggling sensation in my skull that told me my life wasn’t complete.

      It was annoying as hell, because to me, my life was complete. Me, Rafe, and Malcolm were a solid team. We didn’t need a fourth. We didn’t need all that extra magic that came with connecting with one’s fated mate.

      I didn’t care what Ginger insisted the fates had in store for us. We’d always managed to accomplish every mission. We’d saved countless lives. We were happy.

      Hell, the injuries we’d taken on with this mission—me accidentally strangling our fourth mate and Rafe getting knocked out—those were the worst injuries we’d sustained on any of our rescues.

      Was it really so much better that we found our mate?

      “So these are your bedrooms.” Our fated mate, who’d finally told us her name was Justice, said, and I realized we’d been standing in the hall, not talking, for too long.

      “Yeah,” I said, forcing myself to focus. “This one’s mine.”

      She motioned with her hand. “You gonna show me?”

      She’d obviously come to some sort of decision between that old stockyard and here, because she was a lot calmer and less argumentative now. It made me suspicious. Or maybe that was the sensations I could feel in her head, like impressions of what she was thinking. Not literally her thoughts, yet more than simply observing her facial expressions.

      For instance, I knew she was as attracted to me as I was to her. That was a given since we were fated mates, but I don’t think she realized that yet, so for her it was probably just this really weird, out-of-control lust.

      I opened the door and motioned for her to step inside first. What did she think of my personal space? Not that this room truly reflected my personality. It was utilitarian. Had the basics, served a purpose.

      Hm, maybe it did reflect my personality.

      When we went on missions that resulted in saving as many lives as tonight, I usually gave up my room to someone who had more need than I did, and I bunked on an air mattress in Malcolm’s room. Could be why I didn’t put forth the effort to personalize the space.

      Tonight, if she wanted it, I’d give it up to allow Justice a bit of space, some alone time, which I’m sure she needed after everything that had gone down.

      She wandered around, dragging her fingers along the top of the dresser, touching the gray and white quilt on the bed, nudging the curtain aside so she could peek out the window.

      “Are you a demigod, like me?” she asked abruptly.

      I nodded. “All three of us are.”

      “What is Ginger?”

      “A witch.”

      She nodded, absorbing the information I gave her.

      “Is that why I’m so attracted to you? Because you’re a demigod?”

      I leaned against the dresser and crossed my arms. “What do you know about demigods?” If she was asking about our attraction, I suspected she didn’t know much.

      Most demigods had fated mates, but not all fated mates were demigods. They weren’t all polyamorous relationships, either. Sometimes there was only one mate for one demigod, sometimes one mate for multiple demigods. It all depended on one’s talents and what the fates intended for us to achieve. Whatever it was, we would be stronger, better, more powerful once we connected with our mate.

      She returned to the bed and sat, curling one leg underneath her. “I know my mom was human and my dad was a god.” She picked at a thread on the comforter.

      “Apparently, full-on gods can only spend limited time in this realm, so I didn’t see him much as a kid. When I was eleven, he stopped coming around altogether. My mom didn’t handle it well.” She gave a bitter laugh. “That’s an understatement if I’ve ever said one.”

      I arched a brow. “Your mother knows about your father? What he is? What you are?” That wasn’t normal; humans weren’t supposed to be aware of our existence.

      When we’d eyed buying this ranch, I had the brilliant idea of turning it into an animal rescue. But we’d needed help managing it, both the everyday chores and the business side of things. Rafe had been leery of hiring humans. And then fate put Ginger in our path.

      Witches, of course, were fully aware of the existence of other beings who possess magic. Or, in our case, were supposed to possess magic. It had been a perfect fit.

      “Knew,” Justice said, and I blinked, not sure what I’d missed.

      “I guess, at some point, he had to tell her, to make sure she was prepared if I started shooting off spells or some crap,” she continued.

      “That isn’t how our magic works.”

      She winced. Interesting reaction.

      “I know that now. But anyway, he’d sworn her to secrecy, probably magically binding or some shit.” She paused. “Is that a thing?”

      “Magically binding someone to force them to do or not to do something? It’s not ethical, but it’s a thing.”

      “She never mentioned him to anyone except me. As far as everyone around her knew, she was just a single mom raising her somewhat wild but entirely human kid. Which only made it weirder when she decided to drop everything and go in search of him.”

      She glanced up at me, and I nodded once, silently encouraging her to continue. She stared at the wall to my left, probably not even seeing it for watching whatever was going on in her head.

      “When she realized he wasn’t coming back, she spent all her free time trying to track him down. I have no idea what she was doing or how she thought she could find a guy who didn’t even live on this planet, but I was a preteen who was basically alone most of the time with zero supervision, who honestly hadn’t been parented very well anyway by that point, so I didn’t really care.”

      I’d struggled at that age too. I understood how hard it was to be so different from everyone around you and have no one to talk to about it.

      “One day, she decided she needed to expand her search outside of Dallas. That’s where I’m from,” Justice added.

      “She liquidated all her assets and bought an RV, quit her job and pulled me out of school. I was eleven. We spent a year traveling around the country, obsessively looking for him. And when she decided he wasn’t in the US, we drove through Mexico and down to South America. I never understood why she thought he’d be in South America when that was where she was from, not him.”

      She pursed her lips, falling silent for a few seconds.

      “We finally ran out of money and came back to Dallas, and for a minute, I thought life would just go back to normal, except without my dad’s sporadic visits. Which would have been fine with me, because he never actually came to visit me; all he ever wanted was to bang my mother.”

      I grimaced. Gods were certainly lustful creatures; no doubt the almost-overpowering sexual aspect of finding one’s mate came from that side of our nature.

      “But that’s not what happened,” she said, her voice just above a whisper.

      “She decided to try to use my magic to summon him. Only he’d never taught me how to use my magic, and I’d only ever used it accidentally at that point.”

      I kept my face blank, even though, holy shit. Generally, demigods couldn’t harness their magic until they connected with their fated mates, and that didn’t usually happen until they were adults.

      She was clearly insanely powerful. I could see why Rafe had been so determined to find her—above and beyond the fact that she was our mate.

      Justice gave me a sharp look. Probably noticed my sudden excitement. She didn’t say anything about it, though.

      “Anyway, my mother was a woman on a mission, and she didn’t care that I didn’t know what I was doing or that I would rather go back to school than try to figure this out for her.

      “And then one day, my magic surged and hit her… and she went flying across the room and slammed her head against the corner of the counter.”

      Ah. I had a bad feeling this explained her correcting my use of present tense. I quietly asked, “Did she survive?”

      She shook her head.

      “You’ve been alone since?” She would have been thirteen or fourteen years old?

      “Not quite.” The twist of her lips was as wry as an expression could possibly be.

      “I was tossed into juvie, accused of her murder. Eventually, they ruled her death an accident, and I got rolled into the foster system. Which is never easy, but especially for a kid who everyone believed killed her mother. Plus, my magic flared every time my emotions were heightened, and since humans don’t believe in magic, you can imagine how weird everyone thought I was when strange, unexplainable things happened around me.”

      She caught my gaze, held tight. “I’m sure you can understand why I prefer to work alone.”

      Here I thought we were bonding, when really, she was justifying her actions.

      “We all have skeletons, demons in our closets, Justice.”

      Her gaze drifted to the expanse of wall that desperately needed some sort of artwork to break up the monotony. She sat like that for long seconds, then she canted her head and studied me for a moment. “Why is it so easy for me to talk to you? I have literally never told anyone that story before. Not even a watered down, no-magic-mentioned version.”

      I chuckled. “Might be because I don’t speak much, but I am a good listener. I’m better with actions than with words.”

      Her eyes flared, that crackling energy in the air sparking like a seasoned log had suddenly caught fire and began burning with gusto.

      “So, do you want to scratch this itch?”

      “Pardon?” I asked, jolted by her bluntness.

      She tugged on the end of her braid while staring me straight in the eye. “Am I misreading the vibe between us?”

      I shook my head.

      “Good, because I am seriously hot and bothered, and I could really use a release right about now.”

      This was certainly refreshing. And damned sexy, too.

      She patted the comforter next to her hip. “Are you going to help me in this endeavor? Or just watch? Because one way or another, I’m getting an orgasm tonight.”

      Oh shit. This woman couldn’t be more perfect for me if she’d tried. I enjoyed sex—a great deal—but instigating it was often an awkward endeavor for me.

      “I’ll help,” I managed to croak, “but I’d like to watch first.”

      Her eyes went wide. She’d obviously not expected that. But she quickly got over her surprise and tugged her hooded T-shirt over her head, revealing a black sports bra. I could see her nipples pressing against the stretchy fabric. I definitely had plans to get my hands—and mouth—on them, but first…

      Rolling onto her back, she shoved her leggings down and dropped them over the side of the bed. She curled one leg up and over her body, a demur yet sexy-as-hell pose, and let her legs fall open. Her gaze firmly latched on mine, she dipped one hand into her black panties and arched her hips up to meet her fingers.

      The fact that I couldn’t see exactly what she was doing to herself yet was fully aware of what she was doing made my cock hard as a metal pole. It was almost painful, so much so that I wrapped one hand around my shaft over my pants and gave it a couple of firm squeezes to ease the pressure.

      Her gaze dropped to watch the action while her mouth opened on a moan. As if pulled by some invisible force, I strode toward the bed, shedding clothes as I went, and then I crawled onto the comforter, between her legs, and knelt there.

      “Keep going,” I rasped, grabbing my cock again and stroking, my gaze tracking the movement of her hand behind those thin panties.

      She pushed them down her thighs, arching and rolling until she managed to get them off. She lay back down, me once again kneeling between her knees.

      “Bra too,” I said, bringing my hand up to massage the bulb of my cock.

      She froze in the process of inching her hand back down to her pussy and quickly shed the final layer of clothing. I stared at her dark, peaked nipples and increased the speed on my stroking.

      But then I abruptly stopped. “Shit.”

      She blinked owlishly, panting slightly. “What?”

      I lurched across the bed like a drunkard and yanked open the drawer in the bedside table.

      “Aha,” I said, lifting out a condom. It’d been so long since I’d gotten laid at all, let alone here in this bedroom, I wasn’t even sure there’d be any in there.

      Seriously lucky break.

      She grinned. “Get back over here.”

      I complied, condom in hand, but when she started dragging her fingers through her glistening folds, I dropped the foil packet and grabbed my cock again, stroking to the rhythm she created when she slipped her fingers into her pussy and groaned.

      For a few moments, the only sounds were our choppy breathing and the accompanying groans and sighs and strangled sex noises as we watched one another get off. I was so close, I was in danger of shooting my load onto her belly, and while that was tempting, I wanted to be inside her for our first time.

      Swiping the condom off the bedspread, I tore it open and rolled the latex over my length while she continued to pump in and out with two fingers, her gaze tracking my every movement.

      I grabbed her hand and lifted it to my lips, sucking her juices from her digits while she squirmed impatiently. And then I pressed her hand to the comforter next to her head while I held my girth and guided it to replace her fingers, pushing into her on a wave of her arousal. She lifted her hips to take me deeper, threading our fingers together and clenching my hand as I thrust, my other hand curled around her waist.

      “Come here,” she said, grabbing my shoulder and pulling me down on top of her. The angle changed and she cried out, her inner muscles damn near strangling my cock as she came, the action sending me chasing her over the edge.

      With a gusty sigh, I rolled over onto my back next to her, and with my hand resting on her thigh, closed my eyes.

      Damn, was I ever glad we’d finally found our mate.
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      So I had sex with Ajax. It didn’t mean anything beyond what I’d told him when I propositioned him: we scratched a mutual itch.

      It didn’t mean I’d fallen desperately in love with the guy. More importantly, it did not mean I was suddenly open to working as a team with this cluster of superhot demigods, all three of whom I’d like to get to know on a deeply—and I do mean deep—physical level.

      But that was it. Straight up physical.

      When I was certain Ajax was asleep, I slipped out of bed and tiptoed around the room, gathering my clothes. I needed to pee and honestly, I was restless, wholly unable to settle enough to stay curled up next to him while he slumbered.

      I stepped into the hall, and a multicolored fluff on four legs darted across my path. I smacked my hand to my mouth to keep from letting out a shriek of surprise.

      With my heart still pounding in my ears, I hesitated in the middle of the hallway, unsure what to do next.

      The house was quiet but not tomb-quiet. I could tell there were people up and about. Not to mention the cats and dogs that wandered around as if they didn’t have a care in the world.

      Which, I supposed, they didn’t. They were the lucky few who had been rescued and got to live here until an even better home could be found.

      Even better! I snorted. For an animal, this place was heaven. Hell, I was a person and I could see myself living here forever.

      Except I’d just had mind-blowing sex with Ajax, and I was concerned he would take the action out of context in the morning. Oh good, she slept with me, so she’s a team player.

      I’d have to set him straight, and that was going to be awkward as hell.

      Mostly because I wanted to do it again. Already. Not only with him, but with Malcolm and Rafe too.

      If any one of them propositioned me right now…

      “Hey.”

      I flung around, prepared to start swinging, even though I couldn’t imagine someone dangerous getting into this place without all the dogs going nuts.

      It was Malcolm, looking rumpled, like he’d just rolled out of bed. Good God, my mouth was watering. I’d had a spectacular climax with Ajax not much more than thirty minutes ago, and I was salivating over how utterly delicious Malcolm looked.

      I was certifiable.

      “It’s okay,” he murmured, his lips lifting into a partial smirk.

      “What is?”

      “Your attraction to all three of us. It’s perfectly normal.”

      “It is?”

      “When you connect with your fated mate, it’s like there’s a livewire between you, and nothing can tamp it. That’s what Rafe says, anyway.”

      “Fated what?”

      He canted his head, his brow furrowing, then gave himself a shake and smiled. “I wasn’t even sure what was going on a few hours ago, so I don’t know why I’d expect you to be aware. We’re all fated mates.” He spread his arms wide, like he was a game show host.

      Or the Joker.

      I rubbed at my forehead, as if that would somehow make anything about this evening any less confusing. “Okay, I understand the concept of mates. My mother was so obsessed with my father that she didn’t even realize other guys existed. But…” Me, fated to be with three guys? That was some kind of irony.

      And how about that lust I felt for all three of them at the same time? That seemed … well, on one level, it felt entirely normal. But I’d spent so much of my life trying to conform to human ideals of normal that I was automatically resisting the idea, regardless of what my mind and body insisted.

      A change of subject was needed. “You all obviously aren’t brothers. So where’s the connection?”

      “You mean, how did we find each other?”

      That wasn’t what I meant, but he started talking before I could correct him.

      “Ajax and I met when I was fifteen. He was eighteen at the time.”

      Based on his physical appearance, I’d guess he was in his twenties, so they’d known each other a little more than a decade.

      “My daddy owned a cotton plantation over in Mississippi, had slaves to do the labor.” He lifted a hand as if I were about to protest. “Before you jump to conclusions, I did not agree with the concept of slaves, even back then. Whether their skin was dark didn’t matter—they were still human, and I didn’t think we should treat humans that way. I mean, my daddy didn’t abuse his slaves, but still…they didn’t have a choice.”

      “Um, slavery was abolished more than a 150 years ago.”

      Malcolm nodded.

      I furrowed my brow. “How old are you?”

      “A hundred and eighty.”

      My gaze swept over his not-quite baby face, his muscular chest, those abs. I had no idea what a 180-year-old guy was supposed to look like, but I hadn’t expected it was like a twenty-year-old super model.

      “You know you’re immortal, too, right?”

      I nodded, but I was only twenty-seven. Forty seemed old at my age.

      He chuckled but quickly sobered, as if he didn’t have a right to laugh while telling this story. “When I was fifteen, my daddy decided it was time I give up my idea that slavery was wrong. He thought taking me to the auction would change my mind. That’s where I saw Ajax for the first time. Until that moment, I thought I was human.”

      “Wait. You didn’t know you were a demigod?” I had always assumed all demigods were aware of their status, but I didn’t have any facts to base that reasoning on, I realized.

      I knew because my mom told me. If she hadn’t, it was entirely possible I would have convinced myself it was my imagination when strange things happened around me. At least, until my magic flared and accidentally killed her.

      Nodding, Malcolm said, “I thought my mama was my biological mother, until Ajax came into my life.”

      “Have you ever met your real mother?” I assumed she was a god. One human and one god as parents; that’s how demigods were created. At least, that’s what my father had told me. He hadn’t been dad of the year by a long shot and had given me next to nothing beyond life and that tidbit of information.

      “No idea who she is,” Malcolm said. “When I confronted him, my daddy admitted he’d had an affair, a single night, and she’d disappeared by morning. Nine months later, she showed up on his doorstep, in labor. Gave birth to me in his bed, handed me over, and walked out the door. He swore he never saw her again. Given he never told me I wasn’t human, I assume he had no idea she wasn’t either.”

      He shrugged, like this was no big deal, but I could feel how much it really was. He’d felt deceived by his father, abandoned by his mother.

      “You never inadvertently used magic?” I asked.

      He snorted. “That’s why it’s so important to find your fated mates. It’s the only way to fully unlock your magic.”

      That at least partially explained the current flowing between all of us. I lifted my hand, palm up, and stared at it, willing something, anything to happen.

      “What are you doing?” Malcolm asked, watching me.

      “Trying to use magic.”

      With a chuckle, he said, “We aren’t completely mated yet. There’s this whole ritual that needs to happen. I don’t know anything about it—that’s Rafe’s gig. I just know that once we do, we’re all gonna be pretty damn powerful.”

      I liked the sound of that. How many more bad guys could I knock off if I could actually use magic while doing it? Although since he said he didn’t have the information regarding how to make that happen, I returned to his story. “So you saw Ajax and then what?”

      “He was standing on this platform, so the bidders could get a good view of him. He was three times the size of any man I’d ever seen. I mean, freaking huge.”

      “Yeah, I’m aware,” I said dryly.

      Malcolm chuckled and his face lit up. “Ajax was first, huh?”

      “What?” My cheeks burned like I’d just opened the oven to pull out freshly baked cookies.

      He chuckled. “It’s okay. Ajax is my best friend in the world. I’d do anything for him. He’s also the most misunderstood guy I know, this giant of a man who would have cried if he’d been here for Piper’s kittens’ birth. He deserves to be your first, if you want my opinion.”

      “Is it weird that we’re talking about me having sex with your friend right now?”

      “While I’m hoping I get to have sex with you next? Nope. Again, perfectly normal for our situation.”

      My body started humming—okay, humming more intensely— but I wanted to hear the rest of this story. “Given the way you met, how did you and Ajax become friends?”

      “I just kept staring at him. At the time, I thought it was because I couldn’t get over his size. And despite the fact that he towered over everyone around him, he had this look of abject fear on his face. Now, I realize I was drawn to him because we were connected, but obviously, had no idea back then.

      “Finally, he glanced up, caught my eye, and you know how you felt when you first ran into us?”

      I nodded, automatically lifting my hand to cup my neck, even though that part of it wasn’t what either one of us were referencing.

      “It wasn’t quite the same for Ajax and me, because you’re the final mate and now our family is complete. But it was the most intense feeling I’d ever experienced in my life at that point. And, remember, I thought I was human. Had no idea magic existed. Ajax understood, though, and his eyes went huge. He knew what was going on. Which was also weird, since I didn’t understand how I was so certain of that bit of information.”

      “That’s part of the connection?” I asked.

      “Yeah. We can’t read each other’s minds, but we sense each other’s emotions much more strongly than anyone else. Like we’re empaths for each other, I guess.”

      One aspect explained. I wasn’t exactly thrilled over the idea of being mentally connected—to anyone, frankly. “What happened next?”

      Malcolm blew out a breath. He clearly didn’t like telling this story.

      “I was so confused. I wasn’t sure if I was sexually attracted to him or just fascinated. Whatever it was, it wasn’t supposed to happen, not according to the way I had been raised.

      “Yet I knew I couldn’t let him get away. I had to talk to him, because he understood what that connection between us meant. So I pretended like I finally saw the light, let my daddy believe I understood that white men were owners and black guys were slaves. And I convinced him to buy Ajax.”

      I reached out, tentatively touched his arm. That jolt of electricity I’d felt with Ajax, with Rafe, was still there, with even more intensity, if that was possible.

      “You did what you had to do.”

      He glanced up and grimaced.

      “What happened next?”

      “We took Ajax home. Made him walk along, tied to the back of my daddy’s horse. I offered to walk with him, but Daddy refused. When we arrived, Daddy took him away to the slave quarters and sent me to the house to let my mother know to start dinner. Ultimately, it took three days before I was finally able to sneak down to the slave quarters to talk to him.

      “He was awake, even though it was the middle of the night. He said he’d explain everything once I took off his chains and we were far away from any humans. At the time, I thought he meant any ‘other’ humans.”

      I chuckled, even though it wasn’t a funny story.

      “I would have unlocked his chains right then and there, but he said I needed to gather provisions first. He rattled off this whole list of supplies, told me to come back the next night.

      “I did what he said, and as soon as we were certain everyone else was asleep, I unlocked his chains and we took off. I suggested we take a couple of horses, but he said it would be easier to hide if we were on foot. So we ran for miles and miles, until I figured we were far enough away from any civilization that we could risk catching a few hours’ sleep.

      “Sitting together, leaning against the trunk of this tree, he explained that we were both demigods, that we were fated mates, but there were others we were tied to, although he had no idea who they were or where they might be.”

      “I wasn’t even born yet,” I protested. “How—?”

      Malcolm shrugged. “The fates don’t exactly explain these things. Rafe speculates it’s because we all have some higher purpose that wouldn’t be realized until after you came along.”

      A higher purpose? Me? Sure, I may be trying to rid the world of bad guys, but that was all I cared about. I didn’t focus on saving the masses, like these guys did. And that sure as hell did not equate to a higher purpose—at least, not my understanding of the concept.

      Shaking off those uncomfortable thoughts—especially now that I knew Malcolm could sense them—I asked, “Did you believe him?”

      “How could I not after the connection hit me so hard when we locked eyes? Plus, every time we touched, it was almost as electric as when you and I touch. Not sexual; Ajax doesn’t swing that way, but—”

      “You do?” I had been under the impression that he was attracted to me.

      He shrugged again. “I’ve swung whatever way felt good in the moment. Which, now that we’ve found you, means I swing your way forever.”

      I swallowed thickly. As far as declarations went, that was an impressive one. I started to remind him that I worked alone, but if he was open to having sex on the regular—

      “I wanted to immediately take off and find our other mates, but Ajax thought that now that we’d found each other, our additional mates would come to us. Like we were a beacon, I guess. He said while we waited, we should help others like him. Even though he’d been living on our plantation for only a few days, he already knew about the Underground Railroad.”

      Malcolm shrugged again. “We joined the Underground Railroad network, helping free slaves and get them out of harm’s way. Did that for years until the war was over.

      “We still hadn’t found our other mates, so we just kept on doing our thing: helping save people. Protect them. For 151 years.”

      “A hundred and fifty-one years? What happened then?”

      “That’s when we met Rafe.”
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      While Malcolm had zero experience with the gods, I had minimal. Enough to resent them. Or at least one of them.

      Were they all like my father? Uncaring about their offspring, interested only in sex? The fact that Malcolm’s mother had a one-night stand with his father, returning only to hand off their son and never speaking to either of them again—well, that didn’t exactly dissuade my illusion.

      Malcolm’s fingers brushed against my arm. My body lit up like a firework. Suddenly, I was the pot calling the kettle black, but then again, I wasn’t ignoring everything else so I could get my rocks off. I had no other commitments, no obligations on my time.

      Ignacio would still be waiting for me to kill him after I got a few orgasms out of the way first.

      “I can’t get over how attracted I am to all three of you,” I said, watching his hand as it trailed back and forth, up and down my arm.

      No doubt this …. this sizzle just under my skin came from the god side of my nature, but when it was happening to me, it didn’t feel as…empty as it had always felt when my dad showed up, disappeared into my mother’s bedroom for a short time, and then split out the back door.

      I think the difference was, I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to be with these guys—all three of them—forever.

      The forever bit was plenty weird enough for me without even taking into account that I felt this way about three men, but I wasn’t going to let this connection lull me into a false sense of security. We could be fuck buddies, but we were not going to work together.

      “I want you all,” I marveled. “Equally. I can’t imagine choosing.”

      He nodded, his gaze dragging over me, touching me everywhere as if it were his fingers.

      “That’s the beauty of it,” he murmured. “You don’t have to choose.”

      I could feel the pull; my feet wanted to move closer to him.

      “I’ve met other fated mates like us,” he said. “This is normal. And there’s no other feeling in the world like when we touch.” He danced his fingers up, across my shoulder, to my neck, my cheek, and finally pressed them against my lips.

      “Or kiss,” he whispered, his gaze locked onto my mouth.

      I shivered and licked my suddenly parched lips.

      He stepped forward, crowding me. I grasped the railing behind me and held my ground while he stroked a lock of hair away from my cheek.

      I lifted my face.

      “I gave up my bedroom,” he said, and I blinked rapidly. Why was he saying that instead of kissing me?

      “Oh.” My pursed lips turned into a frown.

      “If we really want to do this tonight—which, for the record, I totally do—we have to get creative.”

      “Creative?” My mind suddenly began flipping through the various rooms in a household, calculating which position would work best where.

      He grinned. “I like the way you think.”

      I gasped. “I thought you couldn’t read my thoughts.”

      His grin turned into a chuckle. “But I can read your face, and I get these impressions of how you feel. And right now, you are totally open to whatever we can come up with.”

      Anything at all.

      He twined his arm around my waist and hauled me flush against his body. “Oh, baby, I’d fuck you right here in this hall, except the poor soul I gave my bedroom to only just fell asleep after crying her eyes out, and the last thing I want to do is disrupt her sleep.”

      I cupped his cheek. “You’re a good soul. You all are.”

      “That’s what makes you so perfect for us.”

      Now wasn’t the time to get into that debate.

      “Come on, I have an idea.” He grasped my hand and led me down the hall, past the stairs, past door after door until we reached a loft of sorts that had a balcony overlooking what looked like a family room on the first level. I could see bodies curled up in sleeping bags and sprawled across air mattresses.

      Malcolm put his finger to his lips and tiptoed past, to the other side, where there was a powder room with its own private balcony.

      Yes, a bathroom with a balcony.

      He closed and locked the door and stood there, drinking me in with his eyes.

      “In here?” I glanced around at our surroundings. White cabinets with antiquated gold handles. Dark green granite countertops with gold veins running throughout. Shutters that folded over the glass door, to allow for privacy.

      “Have you ever had sex in a bathroom?”

      I eyed the smooth, cool granite. “Can’t say I have.”

      He strode forward until we were nearly touching, and then he leaned in, cupped the back of my thighs, and placed me on the countertop with my legs spread.

      Stepping between my thighs, he said, “Allow me to be your first.”

      I sucked in a breath while my hyperaware body went on high alert, “Are you sure? What if someone needs the facilities?”

      He waved off my concern. “There’s a full bath on the other side of the rumpus room. No one uses this bathroom, even when we have this many guests.”

      “Oh. I…”

      He brushed a finger along my hairline, his gaze tracing the movement.

      “Kiss me.” The words tumbled out of my mouth. I wanted to say they were unbidden, but I knew better. I wanted him to kiss me with a desperation I’d felt only when I’d anticipated Ajax’s kisses.

      And it felt exactly right.

      “I’ve been waiting all night for you to ask,” he murmured, and a scant moment later, his lips were on mine, pressing, moving, nipping, then opening so his tongue could sweep in to tangle with my own.

      I moaned and wrapped my arms around his neck, clinging to him, holding him close. I didn’t ever want to let him go.

      I still didn’t fully understand how this could possibly be acceptable. Normally, if I had sex with two different guys, there were months in between, but right now, my body refused to believe we shouldn’t be doing this. It wanted this—I wanted this. All of it.

      All of him. It felt like…like I needed to connect with him physically, in order to truly, fully connect with him at all.

      I twined my legs around his hips, dragging him closer still, until his thick and oh-so-hard length was rubbing exactly where I wanted it to. If we kept this up—

      “Gah!” I dragged my lips away from his so I could cry out as my orgasm swamped me, pulling me under as I gasped for breath.

      He grinned. “Well, hot damn.”

      “More,” I demanded, pawing at his clothes. All that had done was prime me. I wanted him inside me, and I needed it to happen now. Now, now, now.

      “Hang on, sweet cheeks, I got you.” He dragged his shirt over his head, revealing abs and pecs that, while leaner than Ajax’s, were no less impressive. Without missing a beat, he unlatched his belt and flicked open the fly. A moment later, his shorts were pooled at his feet.

      I took him in with my gaze, licking my lips while I tried to commit every single detail to memory.

      He chuckled and grasped his erection, stroking lazily. “If you keep looking at me like that, I’m gonna lose it without any penetration. Because that is fucking hot.”

      I touched his chest, traced a circle around one of his nipples.

      He shuddered.

      “I can’t help it,” I admitted.

      “And I can’t take anymore,” he said, clutching my leggings and pulling them off with one swift movement. He shoved my shirt up and over my head, cupped my breasts as if weighing them.

      “So perfect. I don’t know what the hell we did to deserve you.”

      There was a nervous edge to my laugh. “So, you gonna admire me all night or get with the action?”

      He grabbed his cock again, positioned it. “Oh, definitely getting with—shit.”

      He stepped away and hurried over to the cabinet to my right, practically ripping the door open before pawing through the contents.

      “What are you doing?”

      Instead of answering, he flung open the next cabinet and sifted through the contents. A few seconds after rummaging through cabinet number three, he cried out, “Aha!”

      Turning toward me, he lifted his arm, holding a wrapped condom between his thumb and pointer finger.

      “Oh.” I nodded while watching him rip open the wrapping and slide the thing up his length. “Glad one of us is thinking rationally right now.”

      And then he was there, between my legs, holding his erection and cupping my cheek. “I want you. So bad.”

      His lips crashed against mine. I twined my arms around his neck and pulled him closer, his cock nudging at my thigh before he finally shifted a little to the left. He was sliding home, and I broke the kiss to gasp. Holy hell, that sensation, that connection, it was even more electric than when we’d first made eye contact.

      It was…it was everything. My body lit up, my soul started to sing. It was just like with Ajax except so very different.

      I’d never say one was better than the other. They weren’t. There was no way to choose.

      They were both perfect.

      Malcolm clapped his hands around my thighs, lifting my legs while he thrust, steady and fast. I grabbed his face and pulled his lips back so I could make love to his mouth.

      Every few seconds he’d change the rhythm. Just slightly. Enough for me to notice, and enough for my orgasm to start climbing.

      “I’m gonna—I’m gonna—I’m gonna,” I gasped out.

      “Yeah,” he said, adjusting his thrusts yet again. “You definitely are.”

      I did. I flew so high, for a moment there, I could see the earth from a satellite out in space. Except I didn’t take in anything other than how freaking fantastic this man just made me feel.

      The best part was, he didn’t stop. He kept thrusting, dragging out my orgasm until he found his own climax, and then he gradually slowed while our two hearts beat a rapid staccato in our chests.

      I dropped my forehead to his shoulder.

      “I’d say I definitely came out the winner in this whole fated mates thing.”

      And I’d hooked up with only two of my three mates.
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      I’d known I wouldn’t be her first, and I was okay with that. I wanted my comrades to reap the benefits of having found our mate.

      She was the key to releasing our magic, and so long as we all survived the mating ritual, we would get to share her for the rest of eternity, so did it really matter who was first?

      “Are you sure?” I heard her whisper when Malcolm opened the bedroom door and escorted her inside.

      “Positive,” Malcolm assured her. “He’ll love waking up with you in his bed.”

      He was right on that account. I’d love falling asleep with her in my bed, too.

      “But I don’t want to—”

      Malcolm cut her off.

      “He told me to send you to him when you were ready for bed. And if you’d rather sleep alone, I’m to wake him, and he’ll go crash on a couch downstairs.”

      I held my breath, waiting for her response.

      “No, I don’t want to send him away.”

      I exhaled.

      “Do you need a T-shirt to sleep in?” I heard Malcolm rummaging in the dresser. “Here’s one. Plenty long enough to be a nightgown.”

      “Thanks,” Justice said, and, after a pause, she added, “for everything.”

      And then they were kissing and groping and panting—were they about to get it on again? I knew they’d already had sex at least once tonight. And if they were about to again, how did Justice feel about multiple partners at once?

      I already knew she was okay with multiple partners in general—thank the gods, since she was fated mate to all three of us—but it was possible to be fated to several mates and only ever screw them one at a time. It was a total preference thing, and we hadn’t been with Justice long enough to know her preference.

      Hell, she hadn’t been part of a polygamous relationship long enough to know herself.

      My dick was hard as granite by the time the kiss ended and Malcolm bid her good night, assuring her yet again that I would not mind if she slipped into the bed with me.

      “He’s right,” I said as soon as the door closed behind him. Otherwise, she might spend the rest of the night standing there, worrying over what to do next, and I was tired. Despite my rock-hard erection, I was ready for some shut-eye, and the idea of sleeping with her wrapped in my arms was even more tempting than trying to seduce her right now.

      “You’re awake,” she said, sounding startled. I couldn’t see her face in the almost total darkness, but I could hear it in her voice and feel it in her head.

      “Just waiting on you. Do you want to change into my T-shirt?”

      For a guy who was destined to share his mate with two other guys for all of eternity, I sure felt proprietary over the idea of her wearing my clothes.

      “Um, yes, thank you.”

      I heard rustling, could just make out the outline of her figure as she swapped her hooded shirt and leggings for the T-shirt. And then she moved closer to the bed. I rolled over and reached for her, catching her hand and giving it a gentle tug.

      “Come to bed,” I whispered. “To sleep.”

      “Nothing else?” she responded, amusement curling around her words as she slid between the sheets, moving over until she was flush against my body. “Are you sure?”

      I knew she could feel my erection, and yes, if she started something, I certainly wouldn’t stop it, but I was also being honest. “I just want to sleep with you.”

      She lay her head on the pillow and twined her fingers with mine. “Huh,” she said after a few moments.

      “What?”

      “This is nice. I wouldn’t have expected I’d like it. I’ve never slept with anyone before.”

      “That isn’t true. I can smell both Ajax and Malcolm on you.”

      She snorted. “Not like that. I mean, I’ve never spent the night…sleeping with another person in the bed.”

      “Ah.” I nuzzled her soft hair. She’d let it air dry after her shower, and the curls were a little wild, a little crazy, and totally Justice, even though I was willing to bet that under normal circumstances, she didn’t leave it so untamed. “It’s nice, isn’t it?”

      “So far.”

      Using my thumb, I stroked her hand while my lids grew heavier and heavier. Having her in the bed with me was the best sleep aid on the market.

      “Rafe,” she whispered, and suddenly I was wide awake again.

      “Yeah?”

      “Tomorrow, will you explain all this to me?”

      I kissed her ear. “Go to sleep.”

      She sighed and snuggled deeper into the pillow.
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      I came awake to the sensation of someone stroking my dick. It was the most real, erotic dream I’d ever experienced—and I had a vivid imagination.

      Except the sensation didn’t stop when I blinked my eyes open.

      “Finally,” Justice murmured. “I was beginning to think you were going to sleep right through this.”

      I glanced down at her hand, wrapped around my cock, which was as stiff as a board. She’d shoved down the gym shorts I normally wore to bed—no idea how I’d slept through that—and was now stroking up and over the crown and down to the root again and again.

      I dragged my gaze up to her face. “Damn.”

      “Good morning to you too.” She grinned like the freaking Cheshire Cat. It was hot as hell.

      She dipped her head, and suddenly her hot, wet mouth was wrapped around my package. I let out this strangled noise and bowed, my hands coming up to grasp at her hair.

      She didn’t pause. Her lips were suctioned to my cock, her tongue teasing at the underside as she bobbed up and down, up and down.

      Holy hell, if she didn’t ease up a bit—

      I reached down and hooked my hands under her arms and hauled her up my body. She released my cock with an audible pop, and once I had her at eye level, that Cheshire Cat grin was back on her face.

      “Fucking perfect,” I murmured, brushing an errant curl away from her cheek. Her heated gaze softened, but only a little.

      She situated herself, straddling my hips. “I had a feeling you’d like me being in charge.”

      “I like whatever you like.” Snagging the hem of her—my—T-shirt, I lifted it over her head and tossed it to the floor, kicked off my shorts before focusing on her absolutely spectacular breasts.

      Cupping them, I massaged, then pulled her down to me so I could lick first one dark nipple and then the other. Her fingers curled against the sheet as she gasped and arched her back. “And it seems like you like this.”

      “Yes, please.” Damn, I liked the way she said that, all breathy and bordering on desperation.

      She rolled her hips, and my cock dragged along her seam while I bit gently on one of her nipples. She made this sexy animal-like sound as her hand twisted into my hair, guiding my face back to her tits.

      Oh yeah, I had this. I licked and laved and nibbled and massaged until she was a hot, wet, writhing mess above me, that “yes, please” turning into outright begging.

      The woman had been with my two best friends less than seven hours ago, and yet here she was, in my bed, acting like she was starved for my dick, telling me she might die if I didn’t fuck her right that moment.

      The fates knew what they were doing when they decided she would be the key to our happiness. To her own happiness.

      Reaching over her, I tugged open the drawer in the bedside table. I had no idea if there were condoms in there. If there weren’t, I had plenty of ideas that would pleasure us both without actual penetration, but it sure would be nice if—

      “Aha.” I held up the prize, a foil wrapped square with a circle inside.

      She laughed. “All three of you had the same reaction.”

      “All three of us are desperate to hook up with you, and none of us have been very sexually active lately.”

      She shifted down my legs so that I could maneuver the latex over my dick. She didn’t make the process any easier as she tickled the underside of my balls and giggled when I gasped and lost my concentration on the task at hand.

      Finally, I had the sheath in place, and I grasped her hips, dragging her back to the position of honor, hovering above my bobbing erection. She reached down between us and wrapped her hand around my wood, holding me as she sank down with a guttural groan that damn near sent me over the edge.

      With absolutely zero finesse, I started thrusting, meeting her as she ground against me. One of her hands slapped against my thigh while the other curled against my chest. She panted as she rode me, nonsensical words tumbling over her lips.

      I could tell she was getting close, and I was not about to cross that finish line first, so I reached between us and thrummed her clit. Suddenly, she was bucking like a bronco while still clinging to me. I held her hips, guiding her through her orgasm and then I let go, pushing mindlessly into my own.

      With a gusty sigh, I pulled her down next to me, turning onto my side so we faced each other on the bed, our heads nestled against the pillows.

      “It’s definitely a good morning,” I said, kissing her nose.

      She smiled. “No complaints here.”

      I chuckled. “We probably need to get downstairs and help with breakfast.”

      “And you need to explain this whole fated mates business to me.”

      “Right.” It wasn’t something I planned to do with a bunch of humans hanging around. “Why don’t you shower? I’ll go see if I can borrow some clothes for you from Ginger or Tabitha.”

      I left her to it, pulling on gym shorts and a T-shirt before slipping from the bedroom. Ajax was heading my way, having just left his own bedroom, I assumed. His bald head gleamed, his goatee was perfectly trimmed, and sometimes I wondered if he legitimately ironed his clothes before he put them on. I wasn’t talking a suit, either; he was wearing khaki shorts and a basic shirt, both without a single wrinkle.

      He gave me an assessing look. I wasn’t as rumpled as Malcolm pretty much always was, but I certainly wasn’t suave and put-together right now.

      “Where is she?” he asked.

      Stabbing my thumb over my shoulder, I said, “Taking a shower.”

      He nodded again. “So she’s had each of us individually. But there’s more. Before we can officially become mates, I mean.”

      “Yeah.” Ajax knew enough about the mating process to be open to it, and Malcolm would do whatever we needed him to, especially if it involved forming a deeper bond with us and Justice and thus releasing our magic, which would help our missions. But I was the only one in the group who truly understood what we needed to do, why the fates had sent us this woman in the first place.

      “But it’s definitely not happening anytime soon,” I said, grimacing.

      “Too many humans around,” Ajax guessed.

      “Right.” Witches had their own mating ceremonies, which were just that, more ceremony than anything else. It wouldn’t freak Ginger and Tabitha the fuck out.

      Humans, on the other hand? Especially a bunch of women who’d just experienced the kind of trauma these women had? Hell, humans didn’t even know magic existed, let alone that certain rituals were required to make our own magic fully accessible to us.

      Not to mention, while Justice had been open to connecting with each of us physically, I knew she wasn’t there emotionally. She still believed she didn’t need to be part of a team. And without her full buy-in, the ritual might not work.

      Malcolm came ambling down the hall from the rumpus room, his hair askew, his T-shirt and shorts disheveled. His gaze swept over me, his eyes instantly brightened, and he lifted his hand for a high five.

      “Really, dude?” I asked.

      He chuckled. “I knew the minute you came. Or maybe it was her. Hopefully, you got her there first.”

      I scowled. He laughed again and slapped me on the back. “I thought you’d be less tense now that you got laid. By your fated mate, no less. Pretty spectacular, wasn’t it?”

      “I’m not talking about this.”

      “Why not? Don’t people usually talk about the most spectacular moments of their lives?”

      “That’s not even the most spectacular moment,” Ajax added, in a rare moment of talking more than I’d expect him to. “Wait until we officially mate.”

      “I’m getting hard and I don’t even know what to expect,” Malcolm quipped, rubbing his hands together. “Tell me more.”

      “No,” I said, slashing my hand through the air. I could feel the magic under my skin, bubbling, stirring, waking. “Not yet,” I said, telling myself and them.

      Malcolm’s face fell. “Why not?”

      “Humans,” Ajax said, and luckily, that was all that was needed.

      “First thing’ first,” I said. “Get these women back to their lives. Then we discuss the mating ritual.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Eight

          

          
            JUSTICE

          

        

      

    

    
      One would think I wouldn’t be able to walk straight after banging three guys over the course of seven hours, but look at me, strutting through the house like a damn peacock. I might as well have pinned a note to the front of my shirt.

      I fucked three guys, and I liked it.

      Who knew finding one’s fated mates—all three of them—would feel this amazing? Hell, who knew such a thing even existed?

      My mother used tell me that my dad was her mate, and while I still didn’t understand the entirety of it, I now knew enough to be certain that they were not mates—at least not fated mates.

      He wouldn’t have left us if they were.

      Honestly, this new wrinkle in my life, while pleasurable as all get-out, was equally frustrating. I still planned to carry on with my personal missions to destroy every single bad guy out there I could find—Ignacio being first on my list.

      My guys—damn, I liked the way that felt rolling through my head—and I were going to have to work a few things out. The good news was, my fated mates’ goal to save the world and mine to destroy those who meant to ruin said world could definitely work hand-in-hand.

      Don’t get me wrong; I wasn’t about to offer to help with their missions, but I could certainly see myself going in first, taking out the top dog, then stepping back and letting them do their thing. That was as close to teamwork as I was willing to get. Hopefully, they’d be amenable to the idea. Otherwise…

      Otherwise, what? We were stuck together now, as far as I understood. Some way, somehow, we were going to have to come up with a happy medium that worked for all four of us.

      I had other questions, too, that had nothing to do with saving or destroying people. Did we just have sex willy-nilly, any time the mood struck? At the moment, the mood seemed to be striking me almost constantly.

      If I had sex with one of them, would I automatically be expected to have sex with the other two? So I’d get a minimum of three orgasms every night, at least one from each guy?

      That was tempting as hell.

      Was group sex an option? I’d never had sex with more than one guy at a time before; I’d never even considered it, but if they walked in here right now and suggested it…oh yeah, I’d be all in.

      Given they’d each used a condom, I assumed we were able to procreate. So would we someday? How did that work, anyway? Did it matter who knocked me up? Would they all treat the kid like it was their own?

      Hell, for that matter, did I want to have kids? I’d not thought much about it before now. I was still so young, and as demigods were immortal, I obviously had plenty of time to make that decision. Besides, my job, now our jobs, weren’t exactly conducive to raising kids. Not normal ones anyway.

      To be fair, the definition of normal when you weren’t human was significantly broader. We could be as abnormal as we wanted…so long as we portrayed a normal front to the humans.

      That was the excuse Rafe gave me when I found him in the kitchen, stirring a giant pot of scrambled eggs. I wrapped my arms around his waist from behind, and he flung around, wooden spoon still in hand, and sprayed half-cooked eggs all over the wall.

      “A bit jumpy,” I noted, trying not to laugh at the way he scowled at the wall instead of at me, which was probably who he really wanted to scowl at.

      His gaze darted around the room, but for the moment, we were alone. “Humans,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “Aren’t here right now,” I pointed out with a wave of my hand at the otherwise empty room.

      He blew out a breath. “I know. There’s a lot to discuss, and I know you have a million questions…”

      “Give or take.”

      “But it’s all going to have to wait. We need to get these women settled and out of this house first. There’s too much opportunity for someone to overhear something they shouldn’t.”

      “You mean like me fucking three guys in one night?” I didn’t mean to sound so cross. What he said made sense. I’d spent my entire life trying to fit into the human world; I was fully aware of the importance of not letting them know about us.

      It’s just…he was right; I wanted answers. I wanted to know where I stood. In life, with them, in my own skin, frankly.

      And if he told me I couldn’t get laid anymore now that I’d had a taste…

      His face softened, and he smiled. “I think we can figure out how to keep up that aspect of our relationship.”

      I patted his cheek. “Smart man.” I paused and cocked my head. “Why don’t we just take off for somewhere private, the four of us, and do whatever we need to do?”

      He started shaking his head before I even finished the sentence. “It’s not so simple.” He pointed the wooden spoon at me. “First, you need to decide you’re all in with this relationship.”

      “I am.”

      “Not just physically,” he added, and damn it, I knew exactly what he was implying.

      And I wasn’t ready to go there.

      “I work alone,” I said tersely.

      “I know,” he said, sadness weaved around the words.

      Ah hell. This wasn’t fair. I wasn’t ready to have this conversation. I had my doubts I’d ever be ready. And I didn’t like the sensation of disappointing my three mates, but…I just couldn’t.

      He dumped the eggs into a warming tray and shoved it into my arms. “Take this to the dining room.”
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      Despite that uncomfortable exchange, Rafe and I were fine. We didn’t bring the topic up again, and one day rolled into the next and the next again, and gradually, the household began to settle.

      For the first twenty-hour hours, a few of the dogs had been edgy, barking at shadows, constantly wandering through the house, checking for who knew what. By the second morning, they’d settled into their routines, tails thumping when someone entered the room, ears perking when it was dinnertime, always happy to roll onto their backs for endless tummy rubs.

      The women were finding their routines as well. Most kept to themselves other than for mealtimes, although a few had started to relax, lounging in the rumpus room, watching television or chatting with one another. A handful had even started helping with chores; managing an animal rescue meant there was always plenty to be done.

      Much to my delight, Rafe’s words about the physical side of our relationship rang true. At various points of the day or night, I had alone time with each of my guys. Ajax and Rafe had kept their bedrooms, so that was easy; I began slipping into Ajax’s room when I knew he was showering, stripping as I made my way to the bathroom to join him.

      That second morning, I’d not thought to bring a condom, but that hadn’t stopped us. He’d dropped to his knees and paid homage to my most sensitive area until I saw stars, and then I reciprocated, sucking him off until his knees quaked and he lowered himself to the shower floor and cradled me in his arms as if I were the most precious person he’d ever come across.

      Malcolm and I had to get a little creative since neither he nor I currently had a personal space, but that only added to the excitement of our liaisons.

      That powder room, of course, would always hold a special place in my heart; however, by the third day, the library may have edged out the powder room as my favorite. Malcolm slipped a romance novel off the shelf and read a steamy passage out loud until I practically tackled him and demanded he fuck me, which he did, in the old-fashioned leather armchair parked next to the fireplace. If we’d had period costumes, it would have felt like we were being naughty in the library of an eighteenth-century manor home.

      Each evening, I retired to Rafe’s bedroom. I didn’t put much thought into it other than I knew there was not space for me to have my own sleep quarters, and honestly, I didn’t have a desire to sleep alone. That was odd, given I’d told him the truth that first night. I’d never had a sleepover with anyone before, let alone someone I had sex with.

      I loved falling asleep in his arms, though. It was… comforting. Rejuvenating. And even though it was just sleeping, it felt like it was deepening our connection.

      Oh, and we’d both discovered we were particularly fond of first-thing-in-the-morning sex, so there was that, too.

      By that third morning, I’d fallen into a routine. Wake up, have sex with Rafe. Seek out Ajax and have sex with him. Malcolm and I would hook up at some point when no one else was around.

      I’d dress and head down to the kitchen, where at least one of the guys would be whipping up breakfast for twenty-plus people. Ginger and Tabitha would either be in the dining room, ensuring everyone had what they needed, or waking up the next round—the women came down for meals in small groups, partially to make it easier to manage the food output and partially for their own anxiety levels.

      The dining room was massive, with a row of tables along one wall that practically groaned under the weight of all the food prepared for each meal. A formal oak table sat in the middle of the room, fat legs carved into intricate designs. I knew nothing about witches and witchcraft, but I did wonder if those designs weren’t wards or charms to keep bad juju away. Given this place was a haven for animals and humans, it wouldn’t be surprising.

      Speaking of animals, there wasn’t a single one in this room, yet I tripped over them everywhere else in the house.

      “No pets in the dining room or kitchen,” Ginger explained when I commented on it.

      She took a tray of sausage links out of my hands. “Nobody likes dog hair in their food.”

      She had a point.

      “It also helps to move people in and out of here quickly,” she added with a chuckle. “Once they get a taste of how calming the animals are, they want to be around them all the time. The sooner they are done in here, the more quickly we can clean up.”

      Another good point.

      A lone woman sat at the far end of the table, over by the French doors that opened onto the wraparound porch. She scarcely looked up when I stepped into the room, her gaze immediately dropping to her plate, where she pushed around a puddle of eggs and a slice of toast with a single bite taken out of it.

      “There will be another rush in a few minutes,” Ginger said while trading the full platter of sausages for an empty one. “Tabitha is waking them now.”

      This was the third day that same woman had eaten by herself. Everyone else, even if they didn’t talk much, still ate in groups.

      “Why don’t you try to talk to her?” Ginger suggested, nodding at the woman playing with her food instead of eating it. “I haven’t been able to get through to her.”

      And you think I will? It was a valid question, but of course, Ginger didn’t know that. She didn’t know anything about me except that I was mated to three guys.

      “How were you able to tell?” I asked instead.

      Ginger had been on her way to take the empty tray to the kitchen, She paused and turned back. “Tell what?”

      “That I’m not”—I dropped my voice as I swiftly glanced at the woman sitting at the table—“human.”

      Ginger’s gaze darted to the woman, then she leaned close to me. “She can tell we’re talking about her. Another time.” She disappeared through the swinging kitchen door. Good luck getting an explanation out of that one. She was hustling away like her feet were on fire.

      Waiting for however long it took to get these women back to their lives was going to be a giant pain in the ass. My personality type was not conducive to not being aware of what was happening around me at all times. And right now, I was a fish out of water. I might as well be a human in a magical world for all I understood about this situation I was in.

      Biting back my frustration, I loaded a plate—I was burning a lot of calories these days—and carried it over to the table, dropping into a seat perpendicular to the woman at the end.

      She glanced up, her gaze taking in the long rows of unoccupied seats, then coolly said, “Really? This is where you want to sit?”

      I lifted one shoulder and chomped on a strip of bacon. “Sure. Why not? Seems like it would be weirder if I sat way down there.”

      “It wouldn’t be.”

      “Somebody’s testy this morning.”

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, I was ripped from my life and held prisoner in the middle of nowhere while some fuckwad beat on me and informed me that I was going to be some sick rich guy’s plaything for the rest of my life. Oh, and I was trapped in a burning building, and my fucking sister ran off with the psycho who did all that to us.”

      Okay, so she had a legitimate excuse for being grumpy.

      Wait.

      “The woman who ran off with Ignacio is your sister?” I stopped shoveling food into my face so I could stare at her with my mouth hanging open, although I hoped with no half-eaten morsels still sitting on my tongue.

      She flinched. Don’t think she meant to tell me that last bit. Did that mean no one else was aware? I reached out tentatively and touched her hand. Luckily, there wasn’t a current of electricity between us like there was every time I touched Ajax or Malcolm or Rafe.

      Still, she flinched again and pulled her hand away, curling it into her lap.

      “Did she know him before?” I asked. “Before you all were kidnapped?”

      She hesitated and then shook her head. “I don’t think so. We aren’t close, but she’s still my sister and I can’t believe she’d be in love with someone like that.”

      The way she said it… “Did she tell you anything when you all were locked in that boardinghouse?”

      She shoved half a slice of toast into her mouth. A delay tactic if I’d ever seen one.

      She knew something, something that could help me find Ignacio. I could feel it. And I wasn’t about to let this go. Not if there was a chance I could finish this job that had gotten so sidetracked, sometimes I wondered what I was even fighting for anymore.

      “Look, I’m going to be frank with you. My number one goal in all of this”—I waved my fork in an arc—“is to kill Ignacio. That’s it. So if you’re worried about your sister being implicated, don’t be. I don’t care about her. All I want is Ignacio, and if you know something that can help me find him, I need you to tell me.”

      Glancing at the kitchen door, she said, “What about those firefighters?”

      How anyone could believe they were firefighters when they’d not even been in uniform and they were driving a truck with a secret compartment perfect for whisking twenty-one women away from a bad situation, I had no idea.

      “Trust me,” I assured her. “I can handle them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Nine

          

          
            MALCOLM

          

        

      

    

    
      “He’s here. In Houston.” Justice wrapped her hands around my arm, and that familiar zap of magic shot straight to my balls.

      As excited as I’d been when I’d connected with both Ajax and Rafe, neither of them affected me quite the way Justice did. One would think that was because she was a woman, but I swung pretty much any which way, so...

      I figured it was because she was the final piece to our family puzzle. We were now a complete unit.

      Also, she was hot as hell, and every time she touched me, I wanted to fuck her again.

      “Let’s go talk to Rafe,” I said. Rafe was our decisionmaker. Generally, Ajax and I went along with whatever he said. In fact, I couldn’t think of a scenario off the top of my head where we’d argued with his recommendation. Not once in the fourteen years since we found him. He had our best interests at heart, so it wasn’t a big deal that we’d unofficially declared him our leader.

      But Justice shook her head. “No time. He’s so busy with those women.”

      She flapped her hand toward the house. She’d found me out here in the barn, ostentatiously feeding the dogs and cats who weren’t interested in spending their time inside, but really, I was just hanging out with them. Chillin’ with animals was good for one’s soul.

      There was also a goat out here. He’d been turned over to Ginger because the previous owner had thought having a goat for a pet would get him laid. Instead, having a goat as a pet was a pain in the ass if you didn’t understand their needs or their personalities. Also, keeping a goat in an apartment wasn’t healthy for your furniture. Or shoes.

      The goat had befriended a Siamese cat that was normally an indoor pet, but since the goat’s arrival, it insisted on hanging out in the barn. Not sure how that was going to work if one of them was adopted. Although, honestly, they’d both been here so long now, I had my doubts they were going anywhere anytime soon, if ever.

      And the truth of the matter was, the women we’d rescued from this Ignacio guy could stay as long as they needed, too. Justice had already told me Rafe wouldn’t give her any more detail on our fated mates status—specifically, whatever we needed to do to make our magic start working—until the women were gone. She said he had a few solid reasons for staying mum, including the fact that there was too much chance of our nonhuman status being discovered.

      He wasn’t wrong. With twenty-one traumatized women wandering about the house and the grounds, each more paranoid than the last, we did not need them to overhear conversations about magic and rituals and whatever else went into the process of securing our deal.

      I knew nothing about it. Ajax had never been a big talker. He was much better at listening.

      “To be fair, Rafe hasn’t told me any details about this ritual either, and I’ve been hanging out with him for fourteen years,” I pointed out.

      “Weren’t you curious?” Justice asked.

      I shrugged. “It didn’t seem important when we hadn’t found our fourth and final mate. Once we established our rhythm, I’d quit thinking about it, to be honest.” I gave her a lopsided grin. “Hence the reason I was so taken by surprise when we did find you.”

      She returned my smile, and it was all I needed to begin cataloging the place, determining the nearest, most private location where we could get naked again. Or at least naked enough to tango. I’d gotten smart real quick and started carrying a condom with me everywhere once I figured out Justice liked to get frisky any place, anytime we could carve out a handful of moments alone together.

      Ajax had told me that the gods were a horny bunch, so it was wholly unsurprising that finding our final and only female mate would cause us all to act like we couldn’t get enough of each other. Like we needed to copulate constantly. Or as often as we could get away with.

      I nodded at the wooden ladder attached to the nearest wall. “There’s a loft up there. Plenty private enough for a quickie.”

      She laughed, grabbed the front of my shirt, and planted a smacking kiss on my lips before pulling me toward the ladder. “I like where your mind is at.”

      I followed her up the rungs, so close my face was practically eye level with her ass. What a fine ass it was, covered by a pair of Ginger’s shorts. A hot pink thong kept peeking out the leg hole each time she placed her foot on another step.

      I had a raging hard-on by the time we reached the top.

      Adjusting myself, I glanced around. There was plenty of hay up here, but hay wasn’t exactly gentle and soft enough to lay a woman on it while you fucked her senseless. Looked like we were going to have to do it standing up.

      My hard-on got harder.

      Wrapping one arm around her waist, I hauled her close. Her breasts pillowed against my chest while our lips practically slapped together, and she opened her mouth, hungry, eager. She was as hot for me as I was for her. Hell, even if we never released our magic, I was okay with our relationship exactly as it was. Already I felt this crazy sense of protection for her, like I’d do any damn thing to keep her safe.

      It wasn’t just because she was hot and clearly liked to have sex with me. Even as she thrust her hand into my shorts and wrapped her palm around my shaft, I knew it was so much more than that. We were so much more than that.

      I wanted this woman in my life forever. I wanted to experience everything with her by my side. Ajax and Rafe were necessary too, but Justice…she was it. The key, Rafe had called her.

      The key to my happiness.

      My happiness was going to spill all over her palm if she kept up that stroking, so I pulled her hand out of my shorts and unsnapped and unzipped hers, pushing them down her legs until they pooled at her feet. And then I kissed her again, hard, tongues almost warring as I speared my fingers into her hair and held her head at just the right angle.

      Finally coming up for air, I turned her around and walked her toward the nearest wall, lifting her hands and pressing them against the coarse, grainy wood. A shiver chased down her spine and I grinned as I followed it with my fingers, cupping the globes of her ass before nudging aside that hot pink string so I could stroke through her drenched folds.

      She groaned, and while I slid first one and then two fingers into her, pumping, mimicking sex, I used my other hand to brush aside her braid so I could kiss her shoulder, nibble at the taut tendons on her neck. She canted her head and spread her legs wider. I had half a mind to drop to my knees and worship her pussy with my mouth, except if I did that, I’d want to take my time to savor every single moan and gasp I could pull from her, and this was supposed to be a quickie.

      So instead I thumbed her clit, my fingers still thrusting, and cupped her breast with my other hand while pressing my rigid-as- damn-steel cock against her ass. She made this strangled noise like she was trying to smother her scream, while her body shuddered and her muscles clenched around me with such strength that had it been my dick inside her, she would have forced a climax out of me too.

      Pulling out my fingers, I licked them clean while she glanced over her shoulder and watched, the look on her face drugged, euphoric. Suddenly desperate, I dug the condom out of my pocket, shoved my shorts and boxers to the floor, and with shaking hands wrapped my staff.

      And then I was behind her, one arm wrapped around her, pressing against her belly, while the other clutched my cock, stroking a couple times to ease the ache. I guided myself toward her pussy, moving her thong aside so I could drag my erection through the wetness gathered there. I bent my knees and pushed into her, a groan ripping from my lips because sweet sugar and spice, this woman was so fucking perfect. For me.

      I knew she was for Ajax and Rafe, too, which only made this experience sweeter. The three of us had been a unit for almost a decade and a half, working together to help those who needed it most, and we were so good together, it was only fitting that we’d find a single mate we could share between us.

      I pumped slowly, pulling almost all the way out before pushing into her until I was balls deep each time. Using the wall for leverage, she lifted up on her toes, giving me still deeper access while she made these sexy little noises that shot straight to my racing heart. I was so damn close to losing it.

      Sliding the hand on her belly down, I found her clit and began thrumming it with earnest. I wanted her to get there before me. Yeah, she’d already had one orgasm, but it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.

      Her legs started shaking, her inner muscles clenching around me, her fingers curling against the harsh wood as she came, and I clutched at her hips, pistoning into her over and over until I chased her over the edge.

      Dropping my forehead to her shoulder, I let it rest there for a few moments while we both caught our breath, and I gently extracted myself and pulled off the condom, tying the end and dropping it to the floor. I’d have to remember to come up here and get rid of it later.

      As hot as that was, I was seriously considering sneaking a package of condoms, a box of tissues, and a small wastebasket up here. Just in case the opportunity arose again.

      I bent and scooped both pair of shorts off the floor and handed over hers. Once she was dressed, she leaned against the wall that had held her up while we’d fucked, and watched me with dilated eyes that were ever-so-slowly shrinking back to normal.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      “You mean besides how insanely amazing that was?”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, besides that.”

      She stared at me for a beat too long.

      “I’m thinking that we should go track down Ignacio. You and me.”

      “Justice, we—”

      “Just the two of us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Ten

          

          
            JUSTICE

          

        

      

    

    
      That was the best damn quickie of my life.

      And yeah, it was shitty of me to hit Malcolm up two seconds after we’d just had amazing sex. Even though, the truth was, I’d planned to talk him into this side run before he’d suggested our little liaison.

      The actual shitty part was that I’d deliberately sought him out while he was alone, knowing damn well I could convince him to go with me while Ajax and Rafe were busy sorting out the best way to get all those women back to their respective homes.

      I wouldn’t call him the weakest link, but I knew he’d be the easiest to manipulate.

      “They’d be more pissed if you went alone,” Malcolm said into the silence. “We all would be.”

      He was in the driver’s seat of an old, beat-up pickup truck, me on the bench next to him, the air-conditioning blasting at our faces as we cruised down the highway, heading toward the city on a muggy Thursday morning. The ranch wasn’t technically in Houston—it was on the outskirts, where there was plenty of room for the rescues to run and no laws that forbade the guys from hosting whatever sort of animal may need to be saved next.

      “Is that why you agreed to come with me?” I asked, watching as he shrugged before reaching across the console to curl his hand around my thigh. Not at all shockingly, my body warmed, began humming. Was it possible to have too much sex? I had a feeling I was bound to find out with these guys.

      I was also confident the answer was a resounding hell no.

      “Going into town for supplies is a perfectly reasonable reason to leave,” he said. “Twenty-two additional women go through a lot of toilet paper.” He laughed. “Plus, we always need dog and cat food.”

      “Are we really going shopping?”

      “Yep.”

      “But we’re also going to look for Ignacio.”

      His face darkened, although I didn’t need that tell to know he didn’t like this idea. I could feel it in that emotional link I now shared with all three of them.

      “We won’t do anything,” I promised. “Let’s just see if we can find him.”

      His fingers dug into the flesh of my thigh. “And then what?”

      I fought to keep my thoughts neutral, to not give away my true intent. I may have readily accepted that these three hunks were my fated mates, but contrary to what some may think, that did not automatically equate love. Or trust.

      Rafe had already figured out I felt this way. He’d only brought it up once, which I appreciated, although I had the feeling he was simply waiting for me to come to what he considered the correct realization on my own.

      Problem was, I didn’t want to step outside my comfort zone.

      Okay, I’d obviously blown the comfort zone out of the water by sleeping with all three guys, by accepting that they were all my fated mates. But the thing was, I’d always compartmentalized sex. I’d never layered it with emotions. It had always been stress relief, a brief, pleasurable experience that, when it ended, I moved on.

      The fact that the guys were my mates meant, of course, that I couldn’t just walk away at the end of the night. I got that. And I was even willing to admit that sex with them wasn’t emotionless and empty.

      But being mated did not mean I had to learn how to become a team player.

      If Ignacio was in that RV park, I’d come back later, on my own—my guys’ anger not withstanding—and do what I’d set out to do at that abandoned stockyard.

      I didn’t need magic—or a team—to accomplish my goals.

      “We call the authorities,” I said as smoothly as I could manage. Which wasn’t very smooth at all.

      Malcolm gave me a swift glance, his mouth in a thin line, but he relaxed his hold on my thigh, so I took that as a positive sign.

      “Where to?” he asked. It felt like a small victory.

      The ranch was east of town, along the I-10 corridor. The lady I talked to yesterday morning, Isabelle, told me her sister had mentioned an RV park on Trinity Bay. When I checked out Google, it looked like we were about forty miles away from the first RV park that popped up on the search engine. There were probably others since it appeared to be a touristy community, but we had to start somewhere. If we didn’t find Ignacio today, we’d just have to find other errands to run tomorrow. And the day after that, and the day after that. Because I would find him, one way or another.

      Soon we were cruising along the bay, separated from the Gulf of Mexico by the thin strip of land known as Galveston. I rolled down my window, even though it was hot and muggy, because it was rare that I was able to simply sit and enjoy the salty air blowing in my face and whipping at my braid. I’d been to Houston before, for previous missions, but I’d never been to this area.

      A quick stroll through the park told me it wasn’t very big, which, hopefully, meant it wouldn’t be hard to determine whether Ignacio was here.

      I directed Malcolm to pull the truck into a space in front of the office of the RV park, then told him to stay there and I’d be right back. He wasn’t happy about that idea, but I noted that he’d be able to see me at all times as I pointed to the giant window where we could see a kid who looked maybe late teens, sitting behind a desk, staring at his phone.

      I headed inside, tugging at the scoop neck of my tank top and licking my lips to give them a bit of shine. The kid at the desk glanced up, and I thrust out my boobs, watching as his gaze zoned in exactly where I’d intended.

      Ignacio had been at this game a long-ass time, which meant he knew how to play it well. I needed to ask my questions in a way that wouldn’t set off alarms. If Ignacio was here, it wouldn’t surprise me if he paid this kid a fee above and beyond minimum wage to sit here all day. He was probably instructed to alert Ignacio if anyone came around asking about him.

      “Hey,” I said, smiling and cocking my hip. I could feel Malcolm in my head; he’d deduced how I’d planned to get information out of the attendant, and he wasn’t happy. Well, too damn bad. Using my sexual wiles had aided me plenty in the past.

      “What can I do for you?” the kid asked, trying with Herculean effort to keep his gaze above my neckline.

      My smile grew wider. “Thinking about renting an RV here, getting away from the rest of the world for a bit. You have anything available?” I’d already been on their website, so I knew they had a handful of rentals that were move-in ready.

      The kid immediately rolled his chair over to a desktop PC and stroked a few keys. “Yep,” he said, nodding. “I’ve got three. We rent them on a month-to-month basis.”

      “Excellent. That’s exactly what I’m looking for.” I pressed my hands to the counter, leaning forward, pulling his attention back to my boobs. “I’m kind of particular, though,” I said as if I were divulging a secret. “About my neighbors.”

      He nodded like he’d heard this comment before. “What are you trying to avoid?”

      “More like what I’m looking for. I’d like neighbors who are my own age. But no kids. I mean, I don’t mind kids”—I added this bit because we’d passed a nice-looking children’s play area and I didn’t want him to convince himself this wasn’t the place for me—“just not as neighbors. Down the block is fine, but not next door.”

      He studied the computer screen. I couldn’t see it, but I bet it was a map of the park, possibly listed all the current residents.

      “One of the rentals only has neighbors on one side,” he said. “The lot on the other side is empty right now. There’s an old couple living next door. I’d say they’re in their seventies.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I think I’d rather have younger neighbors.”

      “There are kids next to this one,” he said, pointing at the computer. “But this one…” He trailed off as he hit a few keys. “Yeah, this couple just moved in. Well, the guy keeps his own trailer here, year ’round, but he comes and goes. This is the first time he’s brought a lady friend to stay with him.” He glanced up at me—or rather, at my boobs. “Pretty sure she’s younger than you, and they definitely don’t have kids.”

      I tempered my grin. “That sounds right up my alley.”

      He leaped to his feet and snagged a key from a board behind him. Interesting lack of security. That could come in handy, although I supposed if Ignacio owned the trailer he was staying in, the park likely didn’t have his keys hanging on a hook back there.

      “Want to go take a look?” the kid asked, clutching the key and staring at my boobs.

      “Can’t,” I said, my smile turning upside down. Not that he noticed, since he hadn’t glanced at my face in at least three minutes. “I have an appointment to get to. Can you tell me which one it is so I can drive by and have a look from the street? If I like it, I’ll be back later so you can give me the inside tour.”

      “Oh sure,” he said, instantly deflating. What had he expected? That once he got me alone in this empty trailer, I’d throw myself at him? Maybe I’d taken the whole sexual prowess thing too far.

      “Go down this road.” He pointed. “It’s the second one from the end, on the left. The one on the end is that younger couple I mentioned. Well, he’s not so young, but she definitely is.”

      I wanted to ask him for more detail. What did the man look like? Did he know his name? Did he look like a human trafficker? But of course, that would give away my motive, so I thanked him profusely and hurried out to the truck. As soon as I hopped into my seat, I lifted my hand for a fist bump.

      Malcolm scowled as he cranked the engine. “I was beginning to wonder if that kid was going to fall face first into your tits.”

      I patted his cheek. “Your jealousy is cute but unwarranted. Now, go that way and hang a right. All the way to the end. That’s where Ignacio is staying.”

      “You know this for certain?” Surprised colored Malcolm’s voice.

      “Certain enough to warrant a drive-by.”

      As we cruised past, I noted the particulars. The last RV on the road was high-end, looked sparkling clean and brand-new, while the one next to it had seen better days; the difference between a rental and a place someone owned, I supposed. A newer model SUV was parked in front of the end unit, with California plates. A rental, I bet.

      A row of three-foot palm trees ran along the side of what I believed was Ignacio’s RV, and a hundred yards beyond was Trinity Bay. A pretty sweet location if this was your jam.

      There was nothing behind his trailer except more rocky shoreline and an empty field. Flat enough terrain that the four-wheel drive parked there could easily take off through there if there was a need. I’d bet a large sum of money there was a boat docked at one of those long piers, ready and waiting to jet Ignacio away at any given moment.

      The road looped in front of his trailer, heading back toward the office and the main drag leading into the nearest town. There were several cutoffs along the way, so the park looked like three interlocking ovals when viewed from Google satellite.

      I wanted to park the truck and move in on foot to get a better look, try to determine if this was, indeed, where Ignacio was currently holed up, except there weren’t any decent hiding places. It would be better to come back at night. Or maybe I’d return to the office and let the desk clerk give me a tour of the trailer next door. If I did that, though, I’d need to alter my appearance; Ignacio had gotten a good look at me at that stockyard, and I was certain that guy never forgot his enemies.

      As Malcolm rolled the truck around the curve in front of Ignacio’s trailer, the side door swung open and a woman stepped out. I twisted around in my seat and watched as she strutted toward the SUV.

      It was Isabelle’s sister. She looked a lot different than she had at that abandoned stockyard—her hair was styled, and she wore makeup and a sundress with spaghetti straps and a neckline that plunged nearly to her belly button. Sandals with an ankle strap and stiletto heels completed the captive-of-a-human-trafficker look.

      And she was alone.

      “Pull into that driveway right there,” I instructed Malcolm.

      With a quick glance my way, he did as I said.

      “Cut the engine.”

      Again, he obeyed, and I watched through the side mirror as the SUV drove past us, a single passenger behind the wheel.

      Was Ignacio alone inside that RV right now? I had my gun; I’d shoved it into the purse Ginger had let me borrow. I had a knife, too, and it was resting next to the gun. I could slip into his trailer, slit his neck, and Malcolm and I could be on our way knowing there was one less horrible person in this world.

      I was just about to try to convince Malcolm to give me five minutes alone to get a closer look when another, much larger SUV with tinted windows cruised past and stopped in front of Ignacio’s RV. We’d pulled up next to another trailer, so I couldn’t see what was going on.

      I scrambled out of my seat and jogged to the end of the trailer. I didn’t even need to look to know Malcolm was right behind me. “What the fuck are you doing?” he whispered urgently when I stopped.

      I pointed at the men piling out of the SUV and stalking toward Ignacio’s trailer. One by one they headed inside. Six of them.

      Okay, maybe today was not a good day to take out Ignacio.

      “Come on,” Malcolm said, tugging on my arm. “Let’s go follow the woman.”

      Reluctantly, I let him lead me back to the truck. “Why?” I asked as he drove toward the exit.

      “Don’t you think something’s going down?” He gave me a swift glance before returning his focus to the road. “Ignacio didn’t strike me as the sort who would have the guys over to drink beer and watch the game. Plus, he sent the woman away. Something’s going down,” he repeated.

      That made sense. “But why are we following her instead of staying back there and keeping an eye on the RV?”

      “I know you’ve already deduced that there’s no good way to get close to that RV without somebody noticing us. You also mentioned that Ignacio has never kept one of the women he kidnaps for his own purposes. But he obviously has this time. And he trusts her enough to let her take off on her own. He either sent her to kill time at the mall or some shit or—”

      “Or she’s in on it and maybe figured out a way to warn her sister.”

      “Or lure her sister back into his clutches.”

      “Holy hell,” I said, my mind whirling like mad.

      Malcolm’s jaw was rigid, his grip on the steering wheel white-knuckled as he caught up to the SUV and then backed off so it wouldn’t be obvious we were following her.

      Isabelle’s sister, whose name was Valentina, headed closer to the city center, skirting around a huge refinery area until she ultimately turned into a nature preserve. Malcolm drove past the main entrance and turned into the employee entrance instead. He pulled off to the side of the road, and we headed deeper into the preserve on foot. We didn’t speak; there obviously wasn’t a need.

      We passed a guide leading a group of children who I guessed were young elementary age. He was cheerfully telling them about the various trees and undergrowth, the different sorts of animals and birds and bugs that lived in this area. He mentioned a lot of bugs.

      As his booming voice faded away, I heard another, much higher pitched voice call out, “Valentina, you made it!”

      I caught Malcolm’s eye, and we quickly and quietly hurried closer to the sound of Isabelle’s voice, catching sight of them just as Isabelle threw herself into her sister’s arms. Valentina teetered but managed to stay upright despite her killer heels sinking into the mulch-strewn path.

      Impressive.

      They were standing next to a mile marker on the path, where a wooden sign spelled out information the people who’d designed this preserve wanted folks to know at that particular point in their exploration.

      Clearly a designated meeting point. How had Isabelle managed to get away from the ranch?

      “The place isn’t a prison,” Malcolm whispered next to my ear as we crouched in the underbrush. “Those women are free to come and go as they please.”

      This whole not-quite-mind-reading thing was sometimes annoying but at the same time useful.

      “Are you positive you weren’t followed?” I heard Valentina ask.

      Isabelle shook her head and clutched at her sister’s arms. “Come back with me. It’s a safe place. An animal rescue. There are a ton of animals, dogs, mostly, so no one can get near us without them losing their shit.”

      “Nearby?” Valentina asked.

      “East of town. Off I-10.”

      Well, hell, she might as well have typed the address into Google Maps on Valentina’s phone.

      “You’ll love it,” Isabelle assured her sister.

      Valentina shook her head. “I told you, I love him. I can’t leave him.”

      “Valentina, he was going to sell us, like-like—”

      “Like high-quality diamonds,” Valentina finished for her.

      I glanced at Malcolm and arched my brows. He shook his head and turned back to watch the two women.

      “That’s what we are,” Valentina continued. “We’re gems. Jewels. Men are willing to pay insane amounts of money for our company. And they treat us like we’re precious jewels, too. Well, not me, but you and those other women. You’ll get to live a dream life.”

      Somebody had been shoveling some serious shit into this woman’s head. One guess who it was.

      “Why not you?” Isabella asked.

      “I’m Ignacio’s diamond,” Valentina said, pride dripping from the words.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Isabelle demanded.

      “He realized having his own gem could come in handy. For his business and…other reasons.”

      “For his business? Valentina, are you helping him?” Isabelle made it sound like her sister was helping the devil himself, which, let’s be honest, wasn’t an exaggeration.

      “I’m doing whatever he needs me to do. Whatever he wants.” She sounded dreamy, like she was drugged or, more likely, brainwashed.

      Isabelle released her hold on her sister, her hands up in front of her like she was staving something off. “First, he was planning to sell us like cattle. He probably thinks using that stockyard as a holding cell is hilarious. Second, we would most certainly not be treated like jewels. We’d be treated like slaves. What has he done to you, Val?”

      “Don’t call me that,” Valentina said crossly. “Ignacio says it’s a trashy name.”

      “Ignacio is trash.”

      “He is not,” Valentina insisted, and the two of them started bickering, like, well, sisters, for so long that I seriously considered storming over there and breaking it up. Malcolm placed a hand on my bicep, prepared, no doubt, to hold me back if necessary.

      It was little things like this that made me realize how much better he and the other guys were at working as a team. Me, I was an only child who lost her mother at a young age and had been alone since. All I knew was how to take care of myself.

      I had no idea if Malcolm, Ajax, and Rafe had siblings, but I knew they saw each other as such. They were entirely comfortable watching out for each other, keeping an eye on each other. Taking care of each other.

      I’d never craved comradery like that before, and I wasn’t sure how to handle that sensation now.

      “Look,” Isabelle said, lifting her hand in the classic stop motion. “There’s no point in arguing. You are never going to convince me to hand myself or any other woman over to that creep.”

      “And you’re never going to convince me that he’s a terrible person,” Valentina said hotly.

      “Then I guess this is good-bye.”

      “Izzy…”

      Isabelle flinched like she’d been slapped, but she shook her head. “Watch yourself, Valentina. That guy’s going to get caught one of these days. And if it’s the authorities who catch him, you’re going down too. Is he really worth spending the rest of your life in prison?”

      Valentina didn’t speak for several beats but finally said, “I love him.”

      “And I love you. So, like I said, watch yourself. You deserve better than this.”

      She turned away from her sister and began walking down the trail—toward Malcolm and me. We jogged away, turned off the main path, and headed toward the truck.

      Once inside, Malcolm cranked the engine and said, “We gotta warn the others. Valentina is going to go back and tell Ignacio that conversation word for word.”

      He was right. “It won’t be hard for him to figure out where those women are staying.”

      “Nope.”

      Looked like I didn’t have to worry about going after Ignacio on my own.

      He was going to come to me.
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      Rafe was pissed, and rightly so.

      Frankly, so was I.

      Malcolm and Justice never should have gone off on their own, not without letting us know their plans. Didn’t matter that Rafe and I would have tried to shut them down; that wasn’t the point.

      On the other hand, had they not, we’d have no clue that Isabelle had inadvertently given Ignacio clues to our whereabouts.

      We’d never had anyone invade our personal domain before, but we’d made plans for it nonetheless.

      We’d also sent five of the women back to their lives already. Tabitha had accompanied them to make sure everyone made it back to their families safely and to ensure their stories matched but did not drag any of us into the mess.

      Most witches had a specific form of magic they were particularly good at. Tabitha’s was persuasion. Some called it glamour. Whatever label you to give it, she had a talent for guiding humans to do or say the things she wanted.

      This meant the authorities in those women’s respective communities would soon be on the lookout for Ignacio, and the kidnappings would very quickly become national news.

      This all worked in our favor; Ignacio would be a marked man. Unfortunately, none of the women we’d sent home were from the Houston area, although once their plights began to spread across the internet, as we knew damn well they would, Ignacio would be forced to keep a low profile, regardless of where he was residing.

      The flipside meant he would likely attempt to track us down sooner than later. The minute a banner headline popped up on his phone with his name or a composite sketch that looked uncomfortably familiar, he’d either act or he’d go underground.

      My gut said he’d do the former. Those women represented too much lost income to a man with a bucketful of pride and no moral compass and no consideration for human life.

      The good thing was, we now had only sixteen women to protect. The bad news was, we had sixteen women to protect, plus all those animals. Of course, Ignacio wasn’t coming for the animals, but I doubted a man who could sell a woman as a sex slave cared whether he killed a few cats and dogs in his plight to get his merchandise back.

      Justice and Malcolm made it back first. Well, they were the only ones to make it back. Isabelle hadn’t returned. We had GPS on the vehicle she was driving, so we knew she wasn’t far away, but for whatever reason, she hadn’t returned to the ranch. Maybe she’d realized her mistake, that her sister would take the information back to our current archnemesis. Maybe she was embarrassed or felt too guilty to return.

      Her reasons weren’t important. All that mattered was that it appeared she was safe. So we focused on what wasn’t safe: the ranch. The other women who were still here, who believed they were free from Ignacio, that he’d never get to them again.

      We had to keep that hope alive. We had to ensure we kept our promise to protect them.

      First, Ginger reinforced the wards around the perimeter of the property. Normally, they were fairly weak, just enough to warn her if a coyote or a bobcat or some other predator tried to sneak in to get at the far less dangerous animals we protected here.

      It took a great deal of her magical stores to pump up the wards to enough strength to give her warning when Ignacio and his buddies decided to get to us, but Ginger didn’t complain. It sucked that Tabitha was in El Paso, because she could have helped and Ginger wouldn’t have been weak as a kitten when she was done.

      But Tabitha had five women’s lives in her hands at the moment. I’d say she was doing her part.

      While Ginger worked her magic—literally—Malcolm hung out with the women, kept them calm, reassured them they would be fine, that no one would harm them ever again.

      That left me and Rafe to lead Justice down to the bowels of the home: a basement that wasn’t on any survey reports and couldn’t be discerned from the outside. Even inside, the door was a panel in the dining room; there wasn’t even a seam out of place to indicate one could step through the wall if they knew exactly where to press their fingers.

      “Holy fuck,” Justice said, her voice awed and breathy as we stepped into the storage room at the base of the stairs and Rafe flicked on the light.

      Guns, guns, and more guns. And knives, some big enough to be labeled swords. There was even a freaking bow and a box of feathered arrows, ready to fly. We didn’t mess around. Also, we’d been collecting this shit for a couple of decades, so when you looked at it like that, it didn’t seem quite so large a cache.

      “You’re ready for Armageddon,” Justice said, wandering about the room, inspecting the various weapons.

      “Better to be prepared and never have to use it,” I pointed out.

      “Unfortunately, I have a bad feeling we’re about to have to use it,” she replied, her gaze still raking over all her options before she snapped it up to land first on me then Rafe. “So what’s our game plan?”

      I let Rafe do the talking, even though I knew our plan just as well as he did; we’d concocted it together. But he was better at talking than I was, and we both knew it.

      “Wait,” Justice said, raising her hand to cut him off. “You aren’t planning to kill this bastard?”

      “Not if we can help it,” Rafe said.

      “Why the hell not?” Justice sounded so indignant, it would be comical if the situation even remotely warranted laughter.

      Rafe scowled. “We leave that to the human authorities. Our job is to protect those women.”

      “And the animals,” I added in case anyone needed the reminder.

      Justice stabbed her pointer finger at her own chest. “My job is to eliminate Ignacio.”

      Suddenly, Rafe was in her space, and she hurriedly backed up until she was pressed against the wall. He didn’t relent, moving in, crowding her until his body was flush with her own and he was glaring down at her. They were both breathing heavily, both faces red, eyes dilated.

      Magic sizzled and crackled in the air, more than I’d ever felt before, and it was all riding on a dose of lust so thick it was like we were wrapped in a fog.

      It was hot as hell from my perspective as an observer. I could only imagine how turned on the two of them were at the moment.

      “I really want to fuck you right now,” Justice said, breaking the tension. Her gaze darted my way, and she licked her lips. “Both of you.”

      Hot damn.

      For several seconds, Rafe did nothing but breathe and stare at her. But then he slowly took a step backward and cleared his throat several times before croaking out, “No time right now.”

      “But is that a thing?” she asked, sounding as if it were a question that had been weighing heavily on her mind. “If you’re all three my mates, does that mean…?”

      Rafe dragged his hand through his hair, leaving it in crazy spikes all over his head. He swept his gaze around the room like he was assessing, which he undoubtedly was. Probably wondering if we shouldn’t grab a few more weapons. Just in case. Justice had reported six men heading into Ignacio’s RV. Assuming Ignacio was already in there, that was seven against four—eight against four, if you counted Isabelle’s sister—and us still without our full stores of magic.

      For the first time, I felt impatient to get on with the mating ritual. If our magic was unleashed, this wouldn’t even be a competition. As it stood, I was worried someone was going to get injured. Or worse.

      “We’re yours,” Rafe finally said, “to do with as you please. If that means you want to sleep with us all together or individually or not at all, it’s entirely your decision.”

      Justice’s eyes flared along with the magic in the room. While all of us had a small amount of magic we could feel even without the fated mate connection, hers was by far the strongest. None of us had ever been able to harness enough of the stuff to throw someone across the room like she’d done to her mother. And she’d been so young, too.

      Probably helped explain why the fates had given her three mates. Magically, she could certainly handle it. I suspected, she could sexually, too, if that gleam in her eye was any indication.

      Damn, I wish we had time right now…

      “Good,” she said with a curt nod. “Let’s get rid of this bastard so we can all do as I please.”

      She stalked toward the stairs. Rafe caught my eye and raised his brows. My face split into a shit-eating grin.

      Hell yes, I was looking forward to doing whatever Justice pleased.
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      I really didn’t need to know that I had all the power and control when it came to sex with these guys. Because I’d become a dirty, dirty girl in the last couple of days, and I was starting to lose my focus.

      Well, I was focusing really hard—on the wrong thing. On the images in my head of how we’d make group sex work. On whose lap I’d straddle, on who would be behind me, on whose cock would be in my mouth…

      I swiped at my lips, surprised I didn’t come away with a hand covered in drool.

      “Damn,” Malcolm said when the four of us reconvened after dinner. “Did y’all fuck down in the gun room?”

      Oops, I’d forgotten yet again that they could sense my emotions.

      “You need to focus,” Rafe chastised me, and I almost laughed because it was exactly what I was trying to tell myself.

      “Rafe told her she could do anything she wanted with the three of us,” Ajax explained for Malcolm’s benefit, “and now she can’t get sex off the brain.”

      “Man,” Malcolm said, “all my dreams have come true, and we haven’t even formally mated yet.”

      I snickered. It was the calm before the storm, and it was nice to just chill for a bit. We’d instructed the women to all stay inside for the rest of the night. After much discussion, we’d made the decision to tell them what was going on, figuring it was better to be prepared for the worst.

      Two went into full-blown panic attacks. Ajax had tossed them over his shoulders like one-hundred-pound bags of dog food and followed Ginger out of the room; Malcolm whispered to me that Ginger would use magic to calm them enough to give them sedatives, and, hopefully, they’d both sleep through whatever happened tonight.

      The rest had reacted with varying degrees of fear to anger. Most wanted to take advantage of the hidden rooms beneath the house, and after dinner, that’s exactly what they did, prepared to stay down there until someone gave them the all-clear.

      One had raised her hand and said she used to hunt with her dad, and if we had a spare rifle or shotgun, she was more than happy to help protect the ranch.

      So everyone in the house—except our two sleeping beauties—was aware and prepared for an attack.

      And now we waited. We didn’t even know for sure if Ignacio would attack. This wasn’t the only place that ran an animal rescue program in the Houston area. Hell, for all we knew, Valentina hadn’t even told Ignacio about the conversation with her sister.

      None of us believed that. We all knew damn well he was coming; it was just a question of when.

      Rafe had been keeping an eye on the news headlines on his phone. A little less than an hour ago, the story had finally broken. Tabitha had worked her magic; the first news outlet flashed a remarkably well-done rendering of Ignacio’s face, telling everyone that this man was considered armed and dangerous and to call the authorities if he were spotted.

      Five minutes later, another article popped up then another and another. This man had kidnapped and tortured five women, possibly more. He was believed to be hiding in the Houston area. He may have a hostage. Other women were missing, and it was possible they were in his custody. If anyone saw anything suspicious, they were to contact the authorities immediately.

      Speculation started regarding all sorts of missing women, some of the ones still here at the ranch and others none of us knew anything about. Rewards started popping up, the dollar amounts going higher, higher, higher.

      “He is definitely going to attack tonight,” I said after Rafe read the most recent article out loud.

      Ajax nodded. Malcolm rolled his shoulders and glanced out the window.

      “Where’s Ginger?” I said into the heartbeat of silence. “I haven’t seen her since she stopped back in here to tell us those two women were sleeping.”

      Ajax’s brow wrinkled. He’d not told me as much but I knew there had been something between him and Ginger at one time. Or, at the very least, he cared about her, more than as simply the woman who ran the shelter out of a house he partially owned outside of Houston.

      I could feel it, especially whenever they were in the same room together. It wasn’t anything I needed to be jealous of; I knew Ginger and Tabitha were deeply in love and Ajax was all in with this whole fated mates business. But it was something I’d noticed, and now that I’d mentioned her absence when a mad man was due to attack at any time, Ajax’s emotions were bouncing all over the place.

      “Shit,” Malcolm said. “She wouldn’t have gone out to check on the animals by herself, would she?”

      “She would,” Ajax replied. “No one has ever attacked the ranch before, and we’ve shielded her from the worst of the shit we’ve seen. And that woman would do literally anything for those animals.”

      “Oh crap,” I muttered, stepping up next to Malcolm at the window. A quick sweep of my gaze over what I could see of the property showed nothing amiss, but then again, the barn was on the other side of the house, and that was where Ginger had most likely gone.

      When I turned back to face the guys, Ajax was stalking toward the door. “Stop,” I commanded, and he did. Just froze, as if my words were, well, magic.

      Huh.

      Rafe gave me a sharp look. “Have you ever done that before?”

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      He pursed his lips and said nothing. I had no idea how to release the spell, so I walked over and touched Ajax’s arm. That did the trick. He shook his head like a dog and narrowed his eyes.

      “I need to see if she’s okay,” he said, talking directly to me in a low tone that offered no room for argument.

      “We stay together,” I said, surprising myself. Yes, I worked alone, but I could also admit that Ignacio was bringing a lot of muscle with him, and I didn’t want to lose any of these three guys.

      That thought was annoying on its own, because it represented something I’d steered clear of ever since my mom died: emotional attachments to other people.

      They were my fated mates, though, and I supposed I…cared about them. I certainly didn’t want any of them to be injured or worse.

      “And if we can’t all be together, we stay in pairs. No one takes off on their own until Ignacio is six feet under, got it? There are no heroes in this game.”

      “We don’t have to k—” I cut Malcolm off before he could remind me that these guys preferred saving over killing. In this case, the two scenarios went hand-in-hand. If Ignacio was willing to attack us here, on our own turf, he would not stop until he was dead.

      “Got it?” I repeated.

      “You’re the one who, a week ago, insisted you worked alone,” Rafe pointed out, only slightly taunting.

      Hell, it wasn’t just a week ago. I’d had that thought only a few hours ago.

      “Yeah, well, things change. Obviously.” I waved at the three of them. Before the stockyards incident, I figured I’d work alone until I died, which would only happen if I were taken down by one of the guys I was always trying to kill. Now, I not only worked as part of a team of four, but they were also my mates. For eternity.

      Yeah, things had certainly changed.

      “So who’s coming with me?” Ajax said gruffly, impatient to go check on his friend.

      “I am,” I responded, watching his brows wing high on his forehead. “You want me to go through my résumé of kills I’ve done all by myself?”

      “I’m good,” he said without hesitation. “Let’s go.”

      As we headed toward the door, I heard Rafe tell Malcolm, “Let’s go check and make sure everyone else is accounted for.”

      We really were a solid team. Which, frankly, was damned impressive considering the short time we’d known one another. I supposed the three guys having a decade and a half experience together helped immensely—and let’s not discount Ajax and Malcolm having worked together for over a century before they even found Rafe. All that said, tossing me into the mix could have really shaken up their connection, and not in a good way.

      Although what the hell did I know? Maybe because we were all fated mates meant we automatically worked well together. The only one of us who knew with any certainty was Rafe, and he was too paranoid that a human would overhear to go over the details with the rest of us.

      “You’ve slept with Rafe since you arrived,” Ajax said as we headed down the hall toward the kitchen entrance, which was closest to the barn, where we assumed Ginger had gone.

      I snorted. “I believe I’ve been sleeping with you on the regular, too. Although with my head hanging over the side of the bed while you fucked me senseless, there definitely wasn’t any sleeping going on.”

      My body was kicking into the red zone again. A human might think I had a problem with the way I always had sex on the brain these days. Luckily, I wasn’t human, and this felt so right, I couldn’t even try to convince myself it shouldn’t be like this.

      Ajax rolled his eyes. “That’s not what I mean. You’ve chosen his bed to actually sleep in.”

      I stopped walking, waited for him to realize it and turn around to look at me.

      “Are you saying you’d rather I sleep with you?”

      He shrugged, feigning indifference, but I could feel that he felt more strongly about this than he was letting on. I stepped closer and cupped his face. “I migrated to his bedroom because that’s where I slept the first night I was here. I didn’t put any more thought into it beyond that. But tonight, when this is all over, I will crawl into your bed, even if we are too exhausted to do anything other than sleep.”

      His smile lit up his eyes. “I’d like that.”

      If he felt that way, did Malcolm as well? Although Malcolm was still sleeping on a couch, having given up his room to one of the more traumatized of the women we’d saved, so maybe he didn’t care. Or maybe he did, and I’d have to make it up to him.

      Once our lives found some semblance of normal, I supposed the most logical thing would be to make a sleeping schedule so each man knew which night of the week I’d be joining his bed.

      Would I get my own bedroom at some point? Did I even want my own space? I’d lived alone for so long, yet now that I’d found my mates, I craved being with them, had no desire to spend time on my own anymore. You’d think that would bother me, but it didn’t.

      It felt right.

      “Time to focus,” Ajax said, and I shook my head to clear it. There would be plenty of time to work through all those nuances. First, we needed to make sure Ginger was okay.

      We approached the back door as if Ignacio and his gang might bust through at any moment, each of us pressing ourselves to the wall on either side of the wooden slab. Ajax was so tense he was like a rubber band, stretched to its limit.

      “Hey,” I said. “She’s okay. If the bad guys were here already, the animals would be—”

      As if my words summoned Murphy’s Law, a cacophony of barking, accompanied by a bleating goat and—a cat’s yowl rose above the rest, as indignant as a cat could be.

      “Shit,” I said a scant second before Ajax was out the door, running across the expanse of lawn between the house and the barn.

      The muggy evening air slapped me in the face, thick and heavy with the warning of rain. Under the incessant sound of barking and bleating and yowling, I picked up the hoot of an owl, the buzz of insects, a frog’s throaty mating call.

      Our saving grace with this gut-reaction charge was that the stars and moon were hidden behind a bank of clouds. Glancing around as I rushed after Ajax, I saw no movement beyond the leaves rustling in the trees as the wind kicked up.

      A flash of lightning lit everything up like daylight for a moment. Ajax had reached the side of the barn, had plastered his large body against it. All around him were animals, dogs of varying sizes plus the resident goat and his ever-present companion, the Siamese cat. The barking was almost deafening.

      Why the hell were they all outside? Especially the goat and cat. Ginger had told me both were petrified of thunderstorms. In weather like this, they tended to burrow a hole in the hay in a corner somewhere and curl up together for the duration.

      The doors, I realized once I reached Ajax’s side. The barn doors were closed, locking them all out of their home.

      “What the hell?” I whispered. “Why lock the animals out instead of in?”

      “To lure us in there,” Ajax responded, nodding at the structure at our backs.

      It was a typical barn, the only windows on either end, up in the loft. A rectangle of light spilled onto the ground from above the secured double doors, where most of the animals had gathered, trying to get back into their sanctuary. Several of the dogs scratched at the wooden slats; an old hound dog sat on his haunches and let out a mournful howl.

      The good news in all this was, the noise they were making had hopefully disguised our approach. I didn’t say this out loud, given the whole Murphy’s Law bit.

      Because the bad news in all this was, there was a reason they’d kicked all the animals out of the barn.

      “They have Ginger,” Ajax said.

      We both knew he wasn’t speculating.
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      I hadn’t meant to fall for her.

      My goal had been to draw her closer to us, to convince Justice that she could be part of a team instead of working alone all the time.

      I supposed it was inevitable; fated mates were fated for a reason. Plenty of people mated because they fancied themselves in love; fated mates were bound together by so much more than that basic and tumultuous emotion.

      For as long as I’d existed, my ultimate goal had been to free my magic.

      Then I could be set free.

      It was supposed to be simple, straightforward. Now it was getting messy. Because now I cared. It was bad enough that I loved Ajax and Malcolm; I hadn’t expected my heart would be able to expand to accept Justice into it as well.

      Gods above, emotions were so damn frustrating. They fucked with my head, made me question everything I’d ever done in my life. Everything I believed I wanted from life.

      Could nothing be easy?

      “Come on,” I said to Malcolm, grabbing the front of his shirt and pulling him toward the stairs. Everyone who was supposed to be in the house was accounted for. The only people who weren’t were the ones we actually did care about: Ajax, Justice, and Ginger.

      “Where are we going?” Malcolm asked. “We’re supposed to protect everybody in the house.”

      “Fuck that. Who would you rather survive this night?” Great, now I sounded like Justice. I was losing more of myself with each passing day. The shitty part was, this wasn’t the first time this had happened to me.

      “No question,” Malcolm said, falling into step next to me.

      Sometimes I wished he would argue instead of blindly following me. Ajax had questioned me plenty over the years, and he’d been right to. But then Malcolm always stepped in and smoothed things over and convinced us both that I knew what was best. He’d determined I was the leader of our little crew, and as such, he supported my decisions as if I were some sort of god.

      Oh, the irony.

      The indoor dogs were agitated. Although annoying, it wasn’t unusual for some of the smaller ones to yip on the regular, but the larger ones weren’t typically vocal. Unless, of course, the UPS guy was dropping off a package. Then they made a ruckus like the hounds of hell were about to steal us all away.

      There was no UPS delivery, yet all the dogs, from chihuahua to Great Dane, were barking or growling, panting; pacing in agitation.

      How had we not noticed their unease before?

      And underneath it all, I could hear the same cacophony of barks—plus, was that the goat?—coming from outside. Making far more noise than usual.

      The animals were also underfoot, and all seemed to be rushing in one direction. Toward the kitchen.

      Which was normally off-limits.

      “Something’s wrong,” Malcolm said at the same time I started jogging, dodging dogs and cats as I worked my way toward the kitchen door. There were so many animals in our way it was like walking through mud.

      “This is definitely not right,” I muttered as I used my foot to nudge a Corgi out of the way so Malcolm and I could slip through the door without freeing all these animals who were suddenly desperate to get outside.

      Lightning lit up the landscape like a camera flash. The thunder came before my eyes fully adjusted to the darkness. Under the booming, I caught the unmistakable sound of gunshots.

      Malcolm heard it, too. I could tell by the way he whipped his head around to look at me with wide eyes. We both charged across the lawn at a full-out run.

      We skidded to a halt at the entrance to the barn. Light spilled out onto the grass, enough to illuminate the prone figures of two men. I didn’t recognize either of them.

      “Ignacio’s men,” Malcolm whispered.

      Glancing up, I saw something that made my blood run cold.

      Ajax and Justice were standing in the middle of the barn, their backs to the door, guns drawn, facing a wall of five men and a single woman, who was hanging by her wrists from a rope thrown over the thick, wooden beam that ran the length of the building.

      Ginger.

      Her mouth was gagged, too. Without her hands or voice, she wasn’t able to summon her magic.

      She looked worse for wear, bruising and blood on her face, her shirt torn, revealing a long, bloody scratch on her arm. Had the wards worked and she’d not been able to get back to the house to warn us before these men overtook her?

      We should not have let her push herself so far; she’d depleted her magic too much to even properly defend herself.

      Damn it.

      Her eyes were closed, her head hanging limply on her neck. She’d better fucking still be alive.

      Justice had her gun aimed at Ignacio, who stood behind Ginger’s dangling legs, with his own gun pointed up at the hanging woman. Ajax had a gun, too, and was waving it back and forth, keeping his eye on the other men who were fanned out around Ignacio.

      Shit.

      Ignacio’s gaze found us before his posse realized we were there. His gun never wavered. Following his lead, the rest of his men glanced at us as well, but Ajax and Justice didn’t bother. They knew we were there, courtesy of our bond.

      “I’m going to kill you,” Justice said, glaring at Ignacio.

      “You stole all my fucking merchandise, and you think I believe you’ll now put this bitch’s life at risk?” Ignacio snarled back, using his gun to motion at Ginger.

      “I didn’t steal your merchandise,” Justice said, bobbed her head toward us. “They did. I didn’t give a fuck about any of them. All I want is to kill you.”

      Ignacio snorted, but it didn’t sound overly convincing. Probably because Justice most definitely was convincing. I could feel it in Ajax and Malcolm’s heads; they wondered the same thing I did: was she seriously willing to sacrifice Ginger for the chance to kill this guy?

      Yes, Justice was our mate, but Ginger was our friend, and had been for a lot of years. If they were both drowning and I were forced to choose, the option would be more obvious, much as it pained me to think that way. However, this was not that situation. This was Justice making poor decisions. This was our mate not acting the way we all felt our mate should act.

      She had more of her god side in her than any of us did, that was for damn sure.

      “Justice, don’t,” Ajax called out.

      Ignacio’s gaze darted to the massive demigod before returning to our mate. “Justice?” he said with a sneer. “What the fuck kind of name is that?”

      “The kind you’re going to wish you’d never heard,” she said.

      He snorted. “What I ought to do is injure you, kill your bodyguards, and take you, too, when I round up all of my merchandise. It’ll be fun breaking you before I sell you for a ridiculous amount of money.”

      I knew he was taunting us, deliberately trying to make us lose our cool. I knew it, and yet it was working. Just the thought of him torturing Justice was enough for me to take a menacing step forward.

      Malcolm followed suit. Ajax glanced over his shoulder at us.

      Somebody’s gun went off. I didn’t pause to figure out who took the shot or if anyone had been hit. I rushed at the nearest guard, knowing Malcolm would do the same. We needed to disarm these guys. With Ginger hanging in the middle of the room, utterly helpless and way too big a target, we couldn’t risk any more gunfire.

      Ajax, I assumed, was protecting Justice, and, if he could, Ginger.

      People were shouting, running, attacking. Malcolm and I systematically took down one guy after the other. A well-aimed karate chop to the neck, grabbing two guys and knocking their heads together, one-two punches to the next guy’s kidney before a blow to the head sent him tumbling over backward. One after the other, they all fell down.

      No more shots were fired. This was a lesson I planned to point out to Justice again and again until she got it. We didn’t need to kill for our missions to be successful.

      In a matter of minutes, Malcolm and I were the only two left standing. Ginger was still hanging from the rafters, but I didn’t see a bullet hole nor was there excessive blood dripping, thank the gods. I darted my gaze around, searching for Ajax and Justice. Now that all the sounds except the storm brewing outside and dogs barking maniacally had receded, I had become aware of a strange sensation in my head.

      Something wasn’t right.

      “Justice. Shit, Justice!” That was Malcolm, calling out as he charged past me. I followed him with my gaze…to Ajax, kneeling next to a body lying on the hard-packed, straw-strewn earth. A braid, several shades darker than the floor, lay coiled like a snake next to her shoulder.

      Justice.

      I lurched forward, afraid of what had happened and yet desperate to know. She wasn’t moving, and Ajax and Malcolm’s emotions were so high they were practically screaming in my head.

      I didn’t feel anything coming from Justice.

      “No,” I croaked, stuttering to a stop behind Ajax, who I could now see had stripped off his shirt and was pressing it against Justice’s side. The material was darkening like something was eating at it.

      Blood.

      It was all over the floor, too, a wide puddle next to Ajax’s shirt.

      Justice lay on her back, not moving, her eyes closed. Was her chest even rising and falling?

      “She’s alive,” Ajax bit out, “but not for long if we don’t do something.”

      “She’s alive?” I repeated, clearly going into shock.

      Malcolm, who had fallen to his knees next to Ajax, smacked my leg. “Snap out of it,” he commanded. “We need you, Rafe. Tell us what to do. How do we save her?”

      How the hell did I know? We’d never been in this situation before. Sure, we’d been in some hairy scenarios, but none of us had ever been shot. None of us had come close to dying.

      None of us had ever lay in a puddle of our own blood.

      “She needs a hospital,” Ajax said. “She’s lost so much blood. She’s not gonna make it if we don’t do something now!”

      I jolted like he’d slapped me. My vision became sharper, and I focused on the blood. So much blood.

      Even if we called for an ambulance or drove her ourselves to the nearest emergency room, I wasn’t certain she’d make it. She was already unconscious. I couldn’t feel her thoughts or emotions. She was barely breathing.

      We needed something far quicker than the human medical professionals.

      My mother was a god. She’d visited throughout my life and eventually started inviting me to her home in the Realm of Gods.

      She taught me a great many things, much of which I’d just as soon forget. One lesson I was suddenly eternally grateful for, though, was the ability to summon a portal.

      It was the only way one could travel between the two realms. Except, for someone like me, who had not yet fully come into his magic, it was highly difficult to get the portal to respond. I had to desperately want it, she told me. I had to need it.

      I’d say saving my mate from bleeding out certainly qualified as a need.

      Turning slightly away from where Ajax and Malcolm huddled over Justice, I lifted my arms and closed my eyes and focused on what I wanted. What I needed. What I couldn’t live without.

      And then I asked the portal to help.

      I could feel the magic churning in the air, crackling with more potency than the lightning flashing outside. More magic than I’d ever been able to summon before. It was heady, this taste of what it would be like after we all mated.

      Another reminder that I could not let Justice die. If she did, Ajax, Malcolm, and I would never fully come into our magic.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      I could feel Malcolm’s question in my head; he’d never seen this before. But Ajax had, and he was far calmer about this process and a lot more hopeful. He seemed to understand that I’d determined this extreme measure was the only way to guarantee our mate would live.

      I sent out another plea. The air began to swirl, like water going down a drain. Faster and faster, until there was a decent sized circle, a kaleidoscope of colors and images bursting into being and disappearing again, over and over, until suddenly, the center opened, forming a doorway with an arched entry.

      I couldn’t see much through the opening. To be honest, the other side looked like an alley. Brick walls, a narrow passage between them, very little light. My mother’s portals opened at a different place each time, so this did not deter me.

      “Let’s go,” I said, and Ajax scooped Justice into his arms without hesitation.

      “What’s that?” Malcolm asked, stepping up behind Ajax, who faced the opening.

      “The Realm of Gods,” I replied. Malcolm’s eyes went wide. I patted Ajax’s back.

      “Let’s save our mate.”

      We all stepped through the portal.

      

      … to be continued in book 2, Justice Loses Her League.

      Grab your copy HERE.
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