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      To those, like me, who occasionally

      just need a sweet romance

      In a magical circus.
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      “Look Kitty, the customer is always right,” Matteo snapped, crossing his giant arms over his meaty chest. “If he wants to fuck you and he pays for it, he can.”

      She fumed, absolutely furious. Kitty hadn’t been working at this particular club long, but it was as despicable as everyone had said. “The customer can go fuck himself. I don’t care how much he’s paying. That’s not what I do and it’s not in my job description.”

      If he pushed her she’d call the cops. Kitty may be a stripper, but she wasn’t about to perform illegal prostitution with some slime ball. And knowing Matteo, he’d take most of the money anyway.

      “Then I guess this might not be the right fit for you,” her boss said, taking a step forward.

      He was trying to scare her, cow her into agreeing. It wasn’t going to work. Kitty hadn’t survived this long by letting disgusting strip club owners make her do anything she didn’t want to do.

      “I guess not,” she said, whirling around to grab her normal clothes from the locker room.

      Matteo followed her in, another reason she was glad to be rid of this place. If she wasn’t so desperate she never would have agreed to work here, but she’d just needed something—anything to get her through the month.

      Looked like she’d managed to fuck it up again.

      “Hand over your tips then and be on your way,” Matteo said, getting in her space.

      Kitty whirled around, having half a mind to stab him with her spare heels. Six inches were no joke. “You have no right to my tips. Those were earned by me. The only ones who have any right to a percentage of them are the bartender and waitresses.” She stuffed the cash down her bra and grabbed her skirt.

      Matteo’s face turned red and she knew she didn’t have much time. He was going to kick her out and she wouldn’t survive this Portland winter in her underwear. Kitty yanked on her sweater and snatched her purse and coat as she turned to leave.

      But he was too fast—too big.

      Matteo slammed her into the lockers and she flinched when his massive fist came at her. But it didn’t connect with her face. It landed on the metal door, bending it in an impressive display of strength. “Give me the cash, girl.”

      Kitty wasn’t always the sharpest tool in the shed. She knew she wasn’t. Every time she got into a situation like this, rage overrode common sense and she was really spectacular at making a bad situation worse.

      “Or what?” she sneered.

      She managed to dodge the first punch. Kitty became dead weight and slid to the ground, then kicked up right into his crotch. While Matteo was doubled over she ran as fast as she could in her stripper heels. And for someone who wore them almost 24/7, it was pretty fucking fast.

      Matteo’s outraged bellowing followed her into the dark club. She tried to avoid the patrons and the waitresses, but Kitty wasn’t trying to be super careful. She just needed to get out and find a cab, a bus, something to get her as far away from the seedy club as possible.

      Slamming into one of the cocktail waitresses she muttered a hasty apology and scrambled to her feet. Kitty pushed through the bouncers and out into the frigid night, her breath coming out in smoky puffs. For a split second she wished she could breathe fire – so ridiculous even if burning this club and the owner to the ground would be a gift to the city.

      But this was the real world. There was no such thing as magic.

      Kitty ran, passing the empty bus stop as she scrambled for her phone. Could a cab or Uber make it before Matteo caught up to her?

      The sound of pounding footsteps and heavy breathing had her looking over her shoulder to see how far away they were. Matteo and the two bouncers were right behind her and gaining speed. Then her heel caught and Kitty went flying. She slid in the gravel and slushy snow, crying out as her bare skin ripped.

      Then hands were on her.

      Kitty screamed but the street was empty.

      It took everything she had to rip off her shoes and stand. Her feet burned in the snow but she bared her teeth and hit one bouncer over the head with her shoe, the heel slicing across his cheek. Blood bloomed on the dirty snow as he fell, unconscious.

      Kitty gave silent thanks to her ex-boyfriend for teaching her where to hit for an instant knockout. It took so little force if you knew the right location. Just below the jaw and they were out.

      Swinging again, the second bouncer managed to dodge the strike. Matteo had his hands on one arm, trying to wrangle her into submission but Kitty was a force of nature. She kicked and slashed and snarled and never once held still long enough for any one of them to pin her arms or legs.

      This was the end of her road. She could feel it, could feel how close she was. One wrong move and they could accidentally kill her. There was something in her purse, but she wasn’t desperate yet and she wouldn’t have the time she needed to use it even if she could get her hands on it.

      The night sky twinkled in harsh opposition to her struggle to survive. Kitty wanted to snarl at the moon that battled the orange streetlight. She wanted to scream at it for putting a spotlight on her and still no one came to her aid.

      She was alone in the world. Alone by her own doing and no one was coming to help her. The kindness of strangers was a sick joke, and she knew…if she couldn’t get out of this alive it was her own damn fault because she’d insisted she could do this alone – live the life she wanted on her own two feet.

      But Kitty hadn’t anticipated how spiteful the universe could be – how badly it would try to prove her wrong.

      Swinging as hard as she could the heel connected…sank through skin, and then Matteo dropped to the ground. The second his hands were off of her she took her purse and ran, trying not to think too hard about the blood that soaked into the snow and quickly spread.

      Her bare feet burned and screamed in pain. Running as fast as she could, she flew over the slush and asphalt, ignoring the cuts from glass and rocks and who knew what the fuck else, but she would need a tetanus shot if she managed to survive this.

      Kitty had no idea where she was going. She had no direction or sense of what was safe. The club knew where she was staying – they had her address on file. The motel wouldn’t be a safe place to lie low. She tried not to think of the only things she had left in that dingy room. They were just possessions and the safe was locked.

      The waterfront park loomed ahead. Kitty ran, knowing that no one would be there to help her so late at night, but maybe she could lose them in the trees. She would worry about her feet and the cold later.

      Her feet hit the grass and the tiny bit of relief had her sobbing. No more glass, no more rocks…just the freezing snow and ice. Glancing back she saw the two bouncers running after her. Kitty cursed the second one. Brute barely stayed down for five minutes and her bloody tracks would lead them right to her.

      Kitty skidded to a stop, her mind racing as she tried to figure out what to do now.

      Was the money really worth it? It was nearly a thousand…that money would pay for another month in the motel plus food, and then she’d have enough left over to start saving for her car repairs.

      Yes, it was worth it. For her pride – for the statement it would make about cheating anyone else ever again. Kitty made a vow that she’d go back one day and help those poor girls. One day. But she had to get through tonight first.

      How was she going to cover her bloody tracks? Any idiot could tail her with the bright red prints on the snow. She hid behind a tree, slid off her jacket, and then yanked off her shirt. It was easy enough to rip it into pieces.

      Kitty shivered as she put her jacket back on and zipped it up. Then she wrapped the pieces of her shirt around her feet. The sound of heavy breathing grew closer and her hands were shaking as she tied off the second strip.

      Angling around the tree so she could see, Kitty peered into the moonlit dark. Both bouncers looked around, confused and stupid. Then the smarter one – the one she had actually liked up until tonight – pointed out her tracks.

      Fuck.

      She tied off the last strip and took off blindly. Kitty didn’t know the park that well or where anything was. Kitty had only been in the city for a few weeks. But there had to be an end and a beginning. She would make it through, hide if she had to, and make her way back to the motel when she could.

      In the meantime she’d look for another place to stay. If she’d learned anything over the last year it was that there was always another dirty motel to stay in if she had the cash to pay for it. And right now that was all she possessed.

      Shouts from the bouncers told her how close they were. Kitty put on another burst of speed, thanking her stamina, but her feet were numb. They would only last a little longer. Already she could feel herself getting clumsy and slow.

      Then she tripped over a root that was covered by snow and went sprawling. The bouncers were on her in seconds and Kitty screamed – she screamed for help, for someone—anyone to come.

      But another thing she’d learned in the last year? Unless it somehow benefited them, no one would help her. People didn’t like to get involved in anything that looked potentially dangerous.

      Even if they saw for themselves as the stupid bouncer punched her and blood from her mouth sprayed across the pristine snow in a pattern that was almost pretty…they would duck their head and keep on walking.

      The smart one started searching her as she tried to get to her hands and knees but he kicked her in the ribs and she flipped over onto her back with another scream.

      It was so cold and she was so tired. Kitty was ready to give up – let the cold take her. Let them steal her money. It was only a thousand dollars. She wouldn’t need it if she was dead.

      Then the sound of a buckle being undone reached her ears and Kitty realized these fuckers were going to rape her and then take her fucking money. Would they even give it to Matteo? Was the owner even alive? Had anyone called the paramedics?

      Kitty laughed, exposing her blood covered teeth. It made both bouncers pause, one with his pants already down as the other held her down. He kneeled before her, his bare knees in the blood-soaked snow as he shoved up her skirt.

      But before he raped her he peered into her eyes – studying her as she just laughed and laughed. “What the fuck is wrong with you girl?”

      Kitty laughed again and then slammed her head into his nose hard enough she saw stars. He cursed as he reeled back. She didn’t wait or hesitate as she brought her knee up into the bouncer’s face – pinning her from behind. Her knee connected hard. His blood dripped onto her face, but he released her with a shout, reaching for his nose.

      She rolled over and popped up with renewed determination. “Now you two match,” she crooned in a sing-song voice. “Thought you could rape me? Me? I’m a goddamn warrior you assholes. Don’t ever forget it. Now go fuck yourselves.”

      The cold was making her stupid. But she couldn’t help hurling those words in their faces, reminding them that just because she was female she wasn’t weak.

      Kitty turned and ran – blindly.

      It didn’t matter where she was going or when she would get there. I’m a survivor.

      The words and the reminder were all that had gotten her through the last year. She would survive this cruel harsh world – and anything that tried to tell her otherwise could go to hell.

      It was so cold Kitty wasn’t really looking where she was running, so when she ran into something hard and immovable she wasn’t surprised. She dropped to the ground like a stone and couldn’t focus on what she’d run into.

      Those footsteps and wet, bloody breathing were getting closer. She had to get up. She would get up. Kitty struggled, but suddenly she was up and standing and then she realized the burning heat on her waist was a hand.

      Peering up into his face she could barely focus. But she could see he was beautiful. And tall. “Tell me what the fuck is going on,” he demanded.

      “So bossy,” she snorted, pushing him away. A small part of her warned that she should be careful. This man could be another predator. So many of them were. Kitty had to tread carefully.

      A second man whipped her around and eyed her like he would a horse he was buying. “Why are they after you?” he asked.

      Kitty realized that maybe the universe was trying to throw her a bone. After all, it couldn’t fuck with her anymore if she was dead.

      “Does it matter?” she asked. It never mattered. No one really wanted to know – no one ever really wanted to deal with someone else’s shitshow when they had their own.

      A third man came out of nowhere. How were all three of them so fucking beautiful? “Do you want us to get rid of them?”

      Kitty swayed on her feet and then shivered. “Yes,” she whispered, trying not to think how close of a call she’d had. “Please.”

      She hadn’t meant to beg, but they were so warm and…intense. They were looking at her like she was the answer to a question they’d had for a very long time. Kitty didn’t have the energy to wonder about that when her knees buckled.

      The first man cursed and managed to catch her before she hit the ground. Then she was in his arms and Kitty looked up into his jade-green eyes and tried not to swoon. “Take care of them,” he said. “I need to get her back to the Cirque.”

      Kitty snuggled against his chest. She let herself lose consciousness to the sound of snarls and screams and what sounded like a throaty roar.
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      He washed his hands and eyed the woman out of the corner of his eye. She was banged up bad, but should survive. He snorted. She would survive. Calvin doubted she’d let anything else happen.

      No, this one was a fighter.

      So few humans were.

      If the blood everywhere hadn’t told him that, her ‘I don’t give a shit about the world’ attitude would have.

      Carefully – slowly he washed the blood from his hands in water so hot it nearly burned. He made sure to get under his fingernails too. Then he turned off the faucet and filled the sink with bleach.

      Dipping his hands into the sink he started washing again, ignoring the chemical smell that burned his nose. The clothes would have to be burned and he would have to shower too, but no one would ever find those bouncers that had tried to rape her.

      He eyed her again – so beautiful even as beat up as she was. It always sent a pang through his heart to see how slowly humans healed – as if they weren’t healing at all. Over time they eventually did. Weeks or months, sometimes it felt like years.

      When was the last time he’d talked with an actual human?

      Bringing her here had been a stupid idea.

      It had been a while since they’d even found one who needed their help. He’d taken in all kinds – but it had been a long time since they’d taken in a human.

      This human would wake up and then what? Run away with the circus? He snorted derisively and shook his head before pulling the plug in the sink. The bloody bleach drained away and it was as if nothing had happened.

      No trace of the murder he’d helped commit for a woman he didn’t even know. But something had pulled him toward her. It hadn’t just been the screams, but the universe pushing him—telling him to hurry.

      And the other two had followed as they always had.

      Calvin studied the sleeping female and sniffed. He didn’t smell anything on her that indicated rape, but he would have to ask to be sure. She had a lot of injuries though and Calvin didn’t know why she’d been running from those men.

      But he intended to find out – for the safety of his pride as well as for hers.

      His Second peeked into his tent and silently tilted his head toward the female as if to ask if she was all right. He shrugged. Calvin had no idea if she was or not. But she was alive. Then his Second arched a brow.

      Have you sniffed her yet?

      Calvin glared. If you want to know so badly, you do it.

      Spending their entire lives together had its advantages. They knew each other’s thoughts as well as they knew their own.

      He couldn’t tell if he was more annoyed or intrigued when Adam stepped forward and silently crossed his tent to the large bed that took up most of the space.

      It was always a luxury when the train wasn’t on the move – not that his train car wasn’t ridiculously luxurious – disgustingly opulent some said.

      This human was curled on her side which left her delicate neck exposed and Adam bent down – so close, but so very careful not to touch her. Calvin watched as his Second’s nostrils flared. Then he lurched backward in shock.

      Crossing his arms over his chest Calvin scowled at the woman. He didn’t have to ask to know she was Adam’s mate by the way the other lion whirled around to stare at him. If he could get away with not knowing, he would. But his Second and his Third had always known they would be mated with him to a female – thanks to one of their resident witches.

      Male lions gravitated towards each other in the same pride. They grew close as they grew up and it never failed. The ones who were grouped by puberty almost always mated to the same female.

      They didn’t need a witch to tell them what they knew deep in their bones, but Calvin actually had a few witches in the Cirque de Nuit. They would know what to do with a human better than he. Maybe he should call them in. They could confirm what this female was without him having to sniff her like a dog.

      Adam noted his scowl and quirked a smile, slipping his hands into his pockets and shrugged. You can deny it all you want; you know she’s your mate as well.

      Calvin glared at him. Don’t you have work you could be doing?

      His Second sauntered out of the tent, throwing him one last look. Good luck when she wakes up. She’s a wild one.

      He studied the woman – the human woman who was most likely his mate. She was definitely wild, but he supposed that would have been a given for someone to be matched to him – to what his life was. Not just anybody could handle what he did for a living, how he lived.

      Without warning she lurched to a sitting position, breathing heavily with her eyes wide and searching.

      Then she took in the tent, the warm light, and the large space that held a sink, toilet, bath, and his armoire. There was a second room to the tent that had a little sitting area including his desk. Then her eyes found him. Recognition flared for a brief moment before caution took over.

      “Welcome to the Cirque de Nuit,” Calvin murmured, staring into those deep blue eyes of hers. “Our Circus of Night.”
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      Kitty had no idea where she was or who was in this…tent, with her. But deep down she knew she was safe even if her head warned her to be careful. This man with his jade-green eyes was the last thing she remembered seeing before losing consciousness.

      But that didn’t mean he wasn’t a threat.

      “Where am I?” Kitty demanded.

      His eyes narrowed. “I told you, the Cirque de Nuit.”

      A fucking circus? He was for real?

      She looked around at the tent once more and curiosity started to war with her common sense. She’d never been to the circus before. She had no idea how the people in one lived and worked. This was the closest she’d ever been.

      What were the chances she’d actually run into a circus? “The bouncers?” she asked.

      He tilted his head and studied her. “Do you really want to know?”

      A chill went down her spine but she bared her teeth at him in a vicious smile. “Yes.”

      Surprise flickered across his face before he locked it down, back into that contemplative look. “We killed them. They’re now feeding the pigs.”

      Her stomach roiled but Kitty felt sick satisfaction. Two more rapists off the streets. It was nothing they didn’t deserve.

      The last year had taught her that as well. Eventually karma would make her appearance, and whenever she did, it wasn’t pretty.

      “What’s your name?” Kitty asked, adjusting her jacket.

      She caught sight of her knees and feet and frowned. Then she sighed. She didn’t have the money to go see a doctor. What the hell was she going to do now?

      “My name is Calvin. We have a doctor in the Cirque. Would you like me to take you to her?”

      “What would it cost me?” Kitty gave him another wary look. Dude was definitely not normal, or even very nice. But he hadn’t come one step closer to her either.

      She appreciated the space he gave her to figure out what was going on, and what she wanted to do next.

      His eyes narrowed again and the green of them practically glowed in the lamplight. “It wouldn’t cost you anything. We help who we can while we travel. It’s kind of something we do.”

      Her eyes went wide at that. “You help people? Why?”

      “Because they need it. Come with me.” Calvin’s tone left no room for argument.

      Kitty swung her feet off the bed. “Don’t you want to know my name?”

      Her feet touched the ground and she winced at the searing pain. Calvin’s nostrils flared at that. Then he was across the tent and scooping her up like she weighed nothing. “Pardon me for being forward,” he muttered. “But I don’t think you should be walking on those wounds.”

      Kitty looked up into his face, lips parted slightly as she tried to comprehend what this man was. A fucking gentleman? Had she really found one? She’d loved her ex-boyfriend, but even he had been a total idiot most of the time.

      Then Kitty narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Are you going to feed me to the lions?”

      Calvin blinked and finally he cracked a smile. He stared at her for another moment and then actually laughed. “No, I am not going to feed you to the lions. Is it all right that I carry you to our doctor?”

      Those jade-green eyes were mesmerizing. Kitty nodded without breaking eye contact – without even blinking. “Yes, I appreciate all the help you’re offering. If you don’t mind hauling my ass to wherever, then by all means.” She waved to indicate he could carry her anywhere as long as she got to stare into those eyes of his.

      Calvin’s lips twitched like he might laugh again, but he carried her through the massive tent instead and out into the frigid night. Kitty shivered, but the man was a walking talking heater. He wore nothing but a short sleeved shirt and he still radiated delicious warmth.

      She snuggled shamelessly into his chest and watched as they passed more tents, all colorful and decorated and clearly loved – more of a home than any four walls she’d had over the last year. Then he turned a corner and she saw it – the big top.

      The circus tent was massive and reminded her of the old school circuses, not the new ones in the amphitheaters and such. Something about it was just…magical, like stepping back in time. She noted the deep blue and purple stripes before they disappeared again behind another avenue of tents.

      It was like a tiny city living within the city. Strangely, Kitty felt comfortable there in the cold, in a stranger’s arms. It had to have been the warm light, the music that played – echoing in the bitter cold night, and the voices that laughed and tinkled through the clear night air.

      “Why is no one asleep?” she asked, her eyes flicking everywhere. Kitty didn’t want to miss anything.

      How many outsiders got to see this? She didn’t think any ever did.

      “Cirque de Nuit,” Calvin reminded her. “We perform at night so most of us stay up until four in the morning, or dawn. Depends on the day.”

      Then he stopped and Kitty’s grip on him tightened. Strangers usually made her nervous, but she hid it well. After everything she’d had to deal with that night – her control was slipping and it was difficult to hide her reactions.

      “Laura?” Calvin called, staying outside the large tent. “You awake? I’ve got a patient for you.”

      Someone grumbled inside and then the flap to the tent was violently flipped open. The most beautiful woman Kitty had ever seen scowled at them. “What is it now?”

      “Uh…” Calvin looked down at her, realizing he’d never asked for her name even when she’d offered it.

      She smirked. “Kitty.”

      There was a beat of silence and then both Calvin and Laura shared a look of disbelief. “Is that your real name?” he asked.

      Kitty scoffed. “I may be a stripper, but I wouldn’t give you my stage name. Kitty Ann Peters is my birth name. My mom thought that Kitty from That ‘70s Show was her full name, so here I am. Go ahead and look at my driver’s license if you don’t believe me.” Then she stiffened in his arms as she realized she had no idea where her purse was.

      “It’s back in my tent,” Calvin murmured, eyeing her like she was suddenly more interesting than before.

      She cleared her throat and looked at the doctor lady. “So if I could not be carried around like a doll…would you mind?”

      Laura stepped aside but glared at Calvin. “So Kitty, what’s the issue?”

      “I stepped on some shit,” Kitty told her as Calvin carried her inside.

      He placed her on one of the beds set up in the front room. Kitty took in the neat space, the clean supplies, and how it was set up like a trauma tent, but it had everything an urgent care center might have aside from an x-ray machine. “I’ll probably need a tetanus shot. Otherwise it’s just some scrapes and bruises on my knees, hands, and arms,” she told Laura.

      The scrapes from when she fell were clean, probably thanks to Calvin, but it still looked pretty brutal.

      She looked up at the man who’d saved her life—killed for her.

      Kitty knew that should frighten her. She knew it should warn her away, but she’d never felt as safe as she had right here with him in this tent city next to the circus. What did that say about her?

      “Nothing else?” Calvin asked her sharply. As if he somehow knew the bouncers had tried to rape her.

      Kitty didn’t bother trying to deny it. She shook her head and pulled on her skirt. The snap-buttons came undone, exposing her lacy underwear, the bruises on her thighs, and the blood he’d missed. “Nothing but a few marks. They didn’t get that far before I shattered their noses.” She waved her hand to indicate the blood. “It’s not mine.”

      Laura’s mouth was set in a grim line as she snapped on gloves and gathered supplies. “Thank god for that. I won’t do a rape kit unless you ask, but it must be done soon if you decide to do it. At the very least I want to take pictures of the damage.”

      Kitty studied the doctor lady and wondered why she was here and not working in a hospital. She wondered why she was so familiar with such things, and then Kitty looked to Calvin. He’d said they helped people as they traveled. Had he really meant that?

      After the last year Kitty had lost all faith in humanity, but maybe…maybe there were still some good people out there trying to make a dent in all the bad.

      “No rape kit needed,” she repeated, holding Calvin’s gorgeous green eyes. There was a flicker and they softened for a brief moment. “But documentation is fine. Never know when that will come in handy.”

      Laura got out her phone and took pictures of everything – clinical and quick and precise.

      Kitty felt like she’d imagined Calvin’s gentle side when the sharp smell of antiseptic filled the space and he scowled again, stepping back towards the door of the tent. Instantly she felt panic rising as he put more distance between them. Was he going to leave her here alone?

      Calvin stilled and whipped his gaze from her feet to her face – as if he could sense her every thought and emotion. It was weird, but it was also…reassuring.

      “Would you mind staying with me?” she asked, trying not to sound like she was pleading.

      Without a word Calvin nodded and sat down on the cot next to hers. The muscle in his jaw flickered and Laura gritted her teeth as she worked. Kitty looked between the two of them and then grinned. “Did you two used to bone?”

      Laura scoffed as Calvin stiffened. “Unfortunately,” the doctor said.

      The antiseptic stung, but not as much as when Laura picked out each piece of glass and gravel, clucking her tongue every once in a while when one was stubborn.

      It hurt like a bitch, but Kitty clenched her hands, nails digging into her palms as she dealt with the pain.

      She needed a distraction. “So are you a doctor only? Or do you work as part of the circus too? Why are you here instead of working in a clinic or hospital? How long did you two date for?”

      The doctor was so gorgeous. And they seemed to have the same prickly personality. Why hadn’t it worked out?

      Laura huffed a laugh, but didn’t try to avoid the questions. “My family has been a part of this circus for generations. We have served as doctors and veterinarians since we arrived in America in the 19th Century.” She glanced at Calvin for a brief moment. “I toyed with the idea of becoming an acrobat, but when I broke my leg my brother insisted I give it up. I don’t regret it though. I’d always planned to do both.”

      Wow…a whole world within the real world. Kitty was fascinated. “So you’re a full doctor and a vet?”

      For the first time Laura’s eyes glittered with something like amusement and pride. “Yes. And occasional therapist even if I only spent one rotation in the psych ward.”

      “Damn, how old are you?” Kitty burst out. It wasn’t that Laura looked old. No, if anything she looked like she’d barely turned twenty-one. But she had so many accomplishments.

      For a brief moment Kitty felt that flare again – that feeling that she was a failure and a disappointment. And then she shoved it down as deep as she could.

      “I’m twenty-nine,” Laura admitted, placing another piece of glass in a bowl before scrubbing the bottom of Kitty’s feet. “Thanks to my GED I was able to get into college early.”

      Kitty had to breathe through her nose to manage the pain but even still she felt faint and saw stars.

      “So what do you do here?” Kitty asked Calvin. If he noticed her words were a bit tight he didn’t say anything.

      “I manage the lions.”

      Laura snorted at that.

      Calvin glared at her. “And I’m also a trapeze artist.”

      Trapeze? That sounded fascinating and Kitty eyed Calvin with fresh eyes. She supposed he did have the muscles for it, but he was so built. There had to be more. “Anything else?”

      He huffed, but before he could answer another man walked into the doctor’s tent. Kitty tensed before she realized this was one of the three who’d found her in the park.

      “Calvin, Damien, and I are technically acrobats – gymnasts I suppose. We can do tightrope, daring acts of strength. Anything like that. Hi, I’m Adam,” he said with a smile. It made Kitty want to smile with him. Then he offered her his hand.

      She shook it tentatively. “Kitty.”

      Adam laughed and looked to Laura like she might be playing a joke on him. The doctor shrugged and started wrapping up her feet.

      “Well,” Adam said. “It’s nice to officially meet you, Kitty. How are you feeling?”

      She looked to Calvin and realized he’d never asked her that. “In pain, but it’s tolerable.”

      Then Kitty looked between the two of them, and for a moment her mortality slapped her in the face. She probably wouldn’t be standing here if it weren’t for these guys. “There are no words to express my gratitude,” she admitted. “If you hadn’t intervened…”

      Calvin and Adam shared a look and Kitty knew their kindness wouldn’t last forever. They had questions and she had to tell them the truth – for some reason she just knew they would be able to tell if she lied.

      If she told them the truth…maybe they’d let her stay for a few days and figure things out.

      “Why were you running from those bouncers?” Calvin asked.

      Laura paused her ministrations without looking up, and then she started working on Kitty’s knees. “Could one of you make yourselves useful and turn the heater up? This girl nearly froze to death and she still feels chilled.”

      Adam was the first to move. Calvin didn’t bother, like he knew Adam would handle it for him. Calvin simply held her gaze and waited for the answer he just knew he was going to get.

      So bossy.

      Kitty’s nostrils flared in irritation, but she needed their help. “I was working at the strip club where they worked. The owner tried to force me to have sex with a customer who wanted to pay for it. I refused and tried to leave. He tried to take the money I’d earned that night. So I ran.”

      Calvin waited as if he knew what she wanted to ask, but Kitty bit her tongue. She refused. She was stubborn like that, as her mother liked to say.

      Adam brought a little space heater over and sat down on the cot next to her. “Someone called the paramedics, but he’s still alive from what I can tell.”

      What a disappointment.

      Kitty snorted. If anyone deserved to die by stripper heel it was that asshole. “I suppose for the sake of my personal freedom that’s a good thing.”

      Adam grinned and she realized his eyes weren’t just blue; they were the sea and the sky. His brown hair set them off nicely and she remembered thinking how beautiful he was before she lost consciousness. So far everyone in this traveling circus was. It was a bit daunting.

      Kitty wasn’t ugly by any means, but she wasn’t as gorgeous as Laura. Kitty knew she wasn’t pretty by conventional standards. Her eyes were just a little too big, just a little too blue. Her lips pouty and oversized for her face.

      Most days she had to fight her dark brown hair to do anything other than tangle, but on a good day the curls looked amazing. She was fit and strong and graceful, but too short to be a model or a dancer. Or that’s what her ballet instructor had told her.

      Kitty blinked and realized the silence had gone on for a while now. “I’m hungry,” she blurted out.

      Laura finished cleaning up her scrapes and then jabbed a needle into her arm. “One of you take her to the mess tent. There should be something there to eat. Do you have any records with you? I can update your vaccines.”

      Kitty shook her head and placed her feet on the ground, testing her weight. “It’s all in my motel room.”

      “Something for the pain,” Laura murmured, handing her a small bottle of pills. “Follow the instructions and don’t do anything stupid. You should be feeling a lot better tomorrow.”

      “Got it.” Kitty looked at the bottle and then her feet. “I guess I should put my skirt back on.”

      Adam laughed. “Do that and then I’ll take you to the mess tent while Calvin figures out the logistics.”

      Kitty smirked and snapped her skirt on. “Lead the way.” She gave Calvin a wink to hide her anxiety.

      It would be best not to think about what new shitshow she’d just landed herself in. This could be a legit situation, one where these people really did want to help her. But based on experience, Kitty figured it would all come to bite her in the ass at some point or another.

      It’s not like she could just run away with the circus and all her problems would be solved.
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      Kitty had accepted a pair of sweats and a pair of Laura’s sheepskin boots. She still limped but she already looked better. Adam watched her out of his peripheral as they walked through the tent city and tried not to smile. It was something about the way she carried herself.

      Confidence.

      The situation they’d found her in didn’t seem to have fazed her at all and Adam admired that about her. From what it sounded like she hadn’t had it easy. And yet here she was, looking around like a child at…well, the circus.

      “So you guys still use a train? Doesn’t that make it more difficult?” Kitty asked, leaning on him as they walked.

      He really liked having her this close. “Yes and no. We already own the train. Buying big rigs would be a massive expense.”

      “Hm, I guess that’s true. When’s your next show?” Kitty looked up at him and she was just…glowing.

      Adam had only seen this reaction in a few people. Something about the circus called to them and instantly they felt at home among the weird and unexplainable. It was a good sign.

      “Tomorrow night.” He stopped in front of the largest tent they had. “Well, here it is. It’s not much, but it’s home, you know?”

      Kitty took in the large space with row after row of tables. Some people still sat and ate, chatting under the glow of the lanterns. More tables were up against the walls of the tent laden with food and drink. Their cooks outdid themselves every night in Adam’s opinion.

      His mate seemed to think so too because her mouth dropped open. “You guys eat like this for every meal? This is amazing!”

      She limped over to the buffet table with various options and selected a little bit of everything until her plate was towering with food. Adam gave her some space and slipped his hands into his pockets, smiling as he watched her.

      This might be easier than Calvin thought it would be. Even if she was human.

      Kitty seemed to love everything about their way of life so far. He wondered if she would want to stay, or if she would choose to leave when they did.

      Already there was a pang in his chest when he thought about her leaving and he’d only just met her. Adam had known mates were serious, but he hadn’t realized it would be this bad.

      It seemed too early for him to be so connected, but Adam felt taken with her. Kitty was full of life and curiosity and this fire that kept her going even in the face of death. He gravitated to it and the thought of it being gone left him cold inside.

      The others at the tables glanced at her and then him, asking without words. Adam just shrugged. Sometimes being Second had its advantages. He didn’t have to answer them yet.

      First he, Calvin, and Damien would have to tell her.

      There was no way Kitty could stay with the Cirque de Nuit and not be told who they truly were. If they didn’t inform her she would see some things tomorrow that would have anyone running. Springing that shit on her was not a good idea.

      Adam felt Damien before he saw him. “Laura fixed her up?” he asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Yup.”

      They watched as Kitty carried the plate to the table and then went back for a second one.

      “What do you think her story is?” Damien asked.

      “Let’s find out,” Calvin said, striding past them to Kitty.

      Adam wondered if Calvin would ever accept that Kitty was their mate. It wasn’t like he was still with Laura. What was it about this human woman that set him so on edge anyway?

      “We keeping her?” Damien asked, watching Calvin take Kitty’s second plate so all she had to carry was her glass of wine.

      “I hope so.” Adam grinned at Damien. “She’s a lot of fun.”

      “And a lot of trouble,” Damien reminded him.

      “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t want to get bored.” Adam walked over to one of the buffet tables and grabbed a few things for the three of them to snack on while she ate. Most people didn’t like to be the only ones eating. Then he grabbed one of the bottles of wine and three glasses. They were also going to need alcohol for the conversations that needed to be had.

      “This is amazing,” Kitty was telling Calvin. “The food looks so good. And it’s not cold in here. How does that work?”

      “Heaters.”

      Adam almost laughed again. Calvin wasn’t an asshole, he was just…intense and straightforward. He took the circus and running it seriously after inheriting it from his father. Being a fourth generation circus owner was a lot of responsibility and expectation.

      Christ, he knew it from personal experience being Calvin’s Second. His Alpha had him and Damien running most of it after their practices to help with the load.

      So much went into making sure they had the food and supplies they needed. That what they’d ordered came to the right city and wasn’t late. Then keeping everything in repair, making sure all the workers were top-notch and paid competitive rates to keep everyone safe…

      And then the fact that they were all some kind of creature.

      But Calvin’s great-great-grandfather had gotten a special pass back when the circus first came into being. The Council of Paranormals had granted their pride roaming rights. They didn’t have to answer to any territory Alpha. Only their own within the pride. The tradeoff was they were required to give sanctuary, to help those who asked, and to stay peaceful.

      Sometimes they had to weigh the need to keep peace against protecting those who needed it.

      “Why is the tent blue and purple instead of red and yellow?” Kitty asked. “Oh and what kinds of acts do you have? Are there elephants?”

      “It’s blue and purple because our family came in from France, and we are the circus of night. No elephants,” Adam told her. “They’re too big to keep in the train cars for such long periods of time. By the way, this is Damien…our Third.”

      What that meant, he’d let her work out on her own.

      Kitty smiled and shook Damien’s hand, shoving food in her mouth with the other. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said around the salad. “Thank you, for helping me earlier. Where did you disappear to anyway?”

      “Pigs needed to be fed,” Damien said, practically glaring at her as he took in the flimsy jacket and borrowed sweats. “So why were you running from them? Other than the obvious.”

      Kitty shoved more food in her mouth and shrugged. Then she took her glass of wine and chugged it.

      Adam hid his smile and poured wine for Calvin, Damien, and himself. They were definitely going to need it.

      “They were sent to take the money I’d earned,” she said. “I shouldn’t have been working at that club with my resume in the first place. But I needed a job and couldn’t wait for something better. Shit happens.”

      She’d explained this to Calvin in the hospital tent, but they could all sense there was something more to it than that.

      “Why were you working at a place that wanted you to have sex with the clients?” Calvin asked.

      “And what were you doing there?” Damien leaned forward, probably to see if she would lie. He could scent and hear it better than he or Calvin could.

      Kitty chugged more wine and threw a look at Adam. He just smiled at her. She owed them answers after they’d killed for her.

      “It’s a long story,” she hedged.

      “We’ve got time,” Damien told her.

      Kitty sighed and set down the wine glass, toying with the stem. Adam filled it back up and gave her a wink to encourage her. Whatever she told them would have no bearing on whether or not she was offered sanctuary. But they needed to know the whole situation so they could be better prepared.

      “I’ve been on my own for a little over a year now. Before that I lived with my parents. Would you believe me if I told you I had a degree in Business?” Kitty chuckled. “I hated it. But I’m not some spoiled little rich kid. I earned my scholarship to university.”

      “What does this have to do with the strip club?” Damien asked.

      “I told you it was a long story,” she snapped, shoving more food in her mouth. “Shut up and listen to it, or live without the answers.”

      Adam laughed, spitting wine onto the table. “Tell your story, sweetheart. Damien will shut his pie hole.”

      Kitty chewed angrily, still glaring at Damien. “Fine, but no more interruptions. I’d prefer not to even be telling it in the first place.”

      “Agreed,” Calvin said, giving Damien a look. “No more interruptions.”

      Music filtered through the night air from one of the various tents and Adam mopped up the wine on the table as he considered Kitty. Would she be one of the rare few who liked living while constantly on the move?

      “Anyways, I was a cheerleader in high school and my boyfriend was my stunting partner. We got a cheerleading scholarship for the same university. My parents always supported my dancing and my cheering. But they were worried about how that would translate into a job. So they pushed me to get a degree in business which I did, with a focus on accounting. Boring right?”

      Kitty winked at Damien who’s eyes were already starting to glaze over. “I graduated with honors and then decided fuck that. I didn’t want to stop cheering or dancing. I took classes in various different types of dance, but my parents told me to get a job. What was a girl to do? So I started stripping.”

      “Why?” Calvin asked.

      She shrugged and took a few more bites. They all waited in silence for her to continue. Kitty wasn’t someone you pushed. Adam could already tell that about her. Push her into something and even if she’d already planned to do it, she would do the exact opposite out of spite.

      “This isn’t some sob story,” she told them, pointing her fork at each of them in turn. “Other than what you saw, I’ve just had shit luck in my search for independence. I like stripping. I like using the skills I’ve spent all my life learning to make fuckloads of money. I like dancing every night and having men and women worship me like a goddess. Would I do it for the rest of my life? Probably not, but I have plans.”

      “So what happened?” Damien asked. The glazed boredom in his eyes was gone as he looked more closely at this woman who was pure, living fire. She was like a burning sun – life-giving and relentless.

      Adam was already in love.

      She was so feisty.

      “Well, my parents didn’t want me stripping. Very old school like that, so they gave me a choice. I could quit, or leave.” Kitty rolled her eyes and pushed back the empty plates. Adam wondered when the last time she’d eaten a real meal was. “They didn’t want me poisoning my little brother’s mind with my blasphemous ways, so told me I can’t be in contact with him until I reconsidered my life choices.” She stopped for a moment and tapped her fingers on the table.

      Clearly that bothered her more than anything else though it wasn’t surprising.

      “I don’t know why I thought they would be open-minded about it,” Kitty said, heaving a huge sigh. “Anyway, I moved into an apartment with my boyfriend at the time. I worked at that club for almost an entire year until I was sure I could make it in Vegas. Then we packed up and left for the City of Sin.”

      Calvin’s eyes shot up. “You’re that good?”

      She gave him another one of those sassy winks. “I won’t dance for free just to prove it to you, Mr. Bossy.”

      Adam considered getting every single bit of cash he could out of the bank right then.

      “Did you plan to go there for the shows or the clubs?” Damien asked. “I assume if you were stunting you could probably have gotten into some kind of acrobatic show.”

      Kitty shrugged. “That’s not where the money is. I wanted to work at one of the best strip clubs in Vegas if I could. But we never made it there.”

      All three of them leaned in closer. It wasn’t that she was a gifted storyteller. No, what drew them in and obviously others was her ‘I give no fucks’ attitude that somehow translated into living life to the fullest how she wanted to live it. There was no wondering where you stood with Kitty. She would fucking tell you.

      “What happened?” Damien finally asked, clearly annoyed at how interested in the story he was.

      “We imploded essentially,” Kitty said, twirling the wine glass in her hand again. “Driving down from Washington State my ex suddenly decided he’d made the worst mistake ever and should never have left his cushy life. Even I wasn’t enough incentive to take this risk. Now the car was his and I refused to drive back home and admit defeat. So I bought a piece of junk with the last of my savings.”

      She was silent for a moment as she no doubt relived that experience. Adam could tell the memory was still fresh and raw by the sudden scent of distress and grief on the air. He wished he could reach out and comfort her without making her uncomfortable.

      “That piece of junk should have gotten me to Vegas. But it didn’t. So I worked my way here. Every month I managed to go a little farther. When I finally hit Portland the car broke down completely.” Kitty sighed. “I needed a place to stay and money to fix the car and just…time to get my shit together so I could make it to Vegas in one go. So I took the first job I found here and promised myself I would find something better as quickly as I could.”

      She downed the rest of her wine and set the empty glass on the table. “Clearly I didn’t make it that far.”

      Adam glanced over at Calvin and Damien. Both of them had blank expressions on their faces. Sometimes Adam wondered why Calvin hadn’t made Damien his Second – the two were so alike.

      Now his mind was racing with all the possibilities. It was like the Fates had dropped this girl on their doorstep for a reason. She was wild, sure. But a cheerleader who could stunt and was a stripper? She had the perfect set of skills for their line of work.

      And Adam wanted her to join them. Badly.

      “We’re in Portland for a few more weeks,” Calvin told her. “You can stay with us until then, but on one condition.”

      Surprisingly, Kitty didn’t look ecstatic. She looked suspicious. “Of course there’s a condition. What is it?”

      Damien cracked his knuckles and then laced his hands behind his head before leaning back against the chair. “You have a choice. Stay with us until you get back on your feet and learn a secret that can never be unlearned. Or we hand you what money we can and send you on your way.”

      Kitty eyed both Damien and then Calvin closely. Then she turned that wary look on Adam.

      “Fuck it,” she said. “Tell me this secret.”
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      A traveling circus with gorgeous people had a deep dark secret. Why wasn’t she surprised?

      Honestly though that wasn’t what she’d thought the condition was going to be when Calvin had mentioned one. Kitty had thought he’d ask for…not sex, but maybe a free dance, or some kind of manual labor.

      But a secret?

      Her curiosity was going to get her killed. Kitty knew that.

      She had nine lives after all. Well, eight now probably. Might as well embrace it.

      These guys…she’d known they were going to be some kind of trouble. After all – they had no qualms about feeding the pigs, as Damien had so eloquently put it.

      “So?” she pressed. “What’s the damn secret? Don’t go back on your word now.”

      “It might be easier to show you,” Adam said gently.

      “It better not be something weird and unforgiveable,” she warned, heart pounding harder than she wanted to admit.

      Kitty had known her luck was going to run out again, she just hadn’t expected it to be so soon.

      “No,” Damien said with a scoff. “We’re just paranormal creatures who can shift into animals with super strength and hearing and all that shit.”

      She burst out laughing. “I didn’t think you’d be the funny one. Christ, that was good.” Kitty had to wipe tears from her eyes she was laughing so hard.

      It probably wouldn’t have been so amusing if anyone but Damien had delivered that line.

      But then she saw that none of them were laughing.

      Instantly the smile dropped from her face. “Fuck off, so you’re all crazy or something?”

      Calvin nodded at Adam who stood and started stripping. It wasn’t super sexy, just efficient.

      Kitty couldn’t help but admire all his muscles and how toned he was anyway. Shit, gymnasts had the nicest fucking bodies. But she looked away to see what the other guys were thinking. Those two were blank. They could be statues if they had a tiny bit less personality.

      “We’re not crazy,” Calvin promised. “Just remember, you did agree to hearing the secret.”

      Then the sound of bones crunching made her whip her gaze to Adam.

      …who wasn’t Adam.

      He was a big fucking lion.

      Kitty stared at the massive cat who sat on his haunches like a damn dog and just stared at her. Then she laughed hard enough she had to hold onto the table to keep from falling out of her chair.

      “Oh man,” she said, wiping more tears from her face. “No wonder you laughed when I asked if you were going to feed me to the lions. Holy shit. Adam is a fucking lion.”

      She was like…ninety percent sure she’d been drugged or something and this was all some kind of dream or hallucination. Because honestly, paranormal shit actually existing would be too cool to be real. The world didn’t work like that.

      “Come here,” Kitty said, still snickering as she held out her hand. “I want to pet you.”

      The lion chuffed and then slowly walked toward her, glancing at Calvin and Damien like he was waiting for them to yell at him.

      “In charge of the fucking lions,” she snickered. “You’re so stupid Calvin.”

      Damien coughed and it sounded suspiciously like a laugh.

      Then Adam bumped his head against her hand. Kitty stroked his mane, studying the black hair mixed in with all the tan. He certainly had some interesting coloring for a lion.

      “Change back,” she demanded.

      And suddenly he was standing in front of her, giant cock in her face.

      Kitty flew backward in shock and tumbled out of the chair.

      Then Damien laughed for real.

      “Isn’t there some rule against telling me this?” she demanded, getting to her feet with a glare.

      She was ready for this dream to be over, for reality to come crashing back down. Because this? It was too much fun. Too much gorgeous man who could turn into a lion.

      Calvin nodded slightly. “Kind of. But you’re also our mate.”

      “Our?” she screeched, getting to her feet. “Mhm, I think my weirdness meter just exceeded capacity. I’m out.”

      Before she could get more than two steps Damien was in front of her, glaring. “You agreed to hear the secret. You can’t just leave now. There are rules for humans to follow once they know about the paranormal world. After that’s squared away, you can leave.”

      Kitty just stared at him. This one barely had a sense of humor, or if he did he hid it well. This last bit was too…serious for her to believe he was just playing around. “Did you drug me?”

      Calvin sighed. “Get some rest Kitty. In the morning Laura will go with you to get your stuff from the motel. Once we’ve settled the particulars of this situation you can leave. But don’t try to run off before then. Or I will feed you to the lions.”

      And she could have sworn she heard a growl come from deep in his throat. Did his eyes just glow a little? Kitty shook her head and turned to leave. Then she realized she had no idea where she was supposed to sleep.

      “A little help?” she asked.

      “Adam, take care of her.” Calvin stood and gave her one last nod, but even that somehow seemed to say ‘I told you so.’ Then he left with Damien following close behind.

      “Are you going to put on pants?” Kitty snapped.

      The ‘lion’ grinned at her. “You seemed to like looking at me so I wasn’t sure if I should. Wouldn’t want to impede your view.”

      For the first time in years Kitty fucking blushed. “Maybe later. But right now I think I need to sleep this shit off.”

      “Whatever you say, sweetheart.”

      Yup. Her curiosity was definitely going to get her killed.
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      Laura didn’t say anything as she drove from the circus fairgrounds to where Kitty’s seedy motel was located.

      She hadn’t slept well after the weird lion thing, but Adam had let her keep the bottle of wine. After killing the whole thing she’d passed out finally right before the sun completely rose.

      Kitty still had a headache, but Laura wasn’t one of those people who took bullshit. She’d woken Kitty up and gave her ibuprofen and told her to get her ass in the car. Not only had she woken up with a headache, but she’d checked her feet and the various scrapes and bruises.

      They were all almost completely gone. Whatever Laura had put on them was more than efficient. It was like magic.

      “Are they still lions?” Kitty asked. She pressed her forehead to the passenger window, hoping the cold would ease some of her hangover headache. “Turn here.”

      “Last I checked they’re as much a lion shifter as I am a witch,” Laura snapped. “I don’t know why they even told you.”

      “Something about ‘our’ mate,” Kitty muttered, closing her eyes against the bright light. “Hey, could we stop for a breakfast burrito on the way back?”

      “It’s past noon.” Laura was definitely annoyed with her for some reason. “And what do you mean ‘our mate’?”

      “That’s what I’d like to fucking know,” Kitty said, sitting up and glaring at the witch. “Calvin said it in passing like it was no big deal, but I would have to disagree. I watch TV. I know what a mate is.”

      Laura grumbled something nasty under her breath and then said, “I can’t believe I’m the one who has to explain this to you.”

      “This one,” Kitty said, interrupting her. “Right here.”

      “This place is a shithole,” Laura told her.

      “Yeah, no duh. Now, are you gonna judge me or are you going to come with me to get all my stuff?” Kitty eyed the so-called witch. “Do some magic or something.”

      Laura glared at her as she parked; slamming on the brakes so Kitty’s head nearly hit the dashboard. “Do some stripping or something.”

      They glared at each other for a moment, and even though Kitty currently hated Laura and Calvin, Damien, and yes – even Adam and his giant cock, she really liked this chick. It was like they were soul sisters or something with their mutual hatred for the world.

      “Fine, I’ll strip for you. Give you a private dance when we get back since my feet are practically back to normal. Now do some magic.” She crossed her arms over her chest and just waited. “By the way, one of my private dances went for five hundred dollars for ten minutes. So you’re getting a deal.”

      Laura snapped her fingers and muttered something. “Check the mirror.”

      Kitty eyed the other woman suspiciously but pulled down the visor. “Holy fuck! You made my hair look pretty!”

      Not only was it magically clean and brushed, it was curled in gorgeous waves that made Kitty look and feel like a model.

      Then she realized her hair had not been that nice a second ago. “Aw, fuck.” Kitty slammed the visor up and rested her head back against the chair.

      “Believe us now? And your injuries should be completely gone by tomorrow thanks to that salve I used.” Laura gave her an annoyed look. “And you still owe me a dance, but at least now you won’t look like shit while you do it.”

      Kitty reclined her chair as far as it would go and then covered her eyes with her arm. It was so much darker and the sun didn’t hurt anymore.

      They were fucking lions. And this chick was a witch.

      Part of her still wanted to laugh because, dude, she would never have thought Calvin could be so punny.

      But also they were lions.

      Kitty felt like that was definitely something she was allowed to freak out about.

      And oh, right, a goddamn witch with magical salve.

      “What else is there?” Kitty muttered, wishing she could hide under a blanket while she processed all this shit.

      Laura sighed like she felt bad, but probably not. The witch was definitely going to call in that dance. “Anything you can imagine.”

      “Demons?”

      “Yup.”

      “…vampires?”

      “Obviously.”

      “What about werewolves?”

      “They’re called shifters, not ‘were’ whatever. There’s pretty much a shifter for every animal that exists.”

      Kitty lifted her arm up a bit so she could look at Laura with one eye. “Even raccoons?”

      That actually made the cranky doctor grin. “Even raccoons.”

      “Seriously?” Kitty sat up and studied her for a moment. “Well, I don’t believe you’d lie to me. It would be too much work at this juncture. Holy shit. Magic and shifters. How have I not been aware of this my whole fucking life?”

      Laura rolled her eyes. “Magic, duh.”

      “Duh,” Kitty repeated stupidly. “Okay fine. Let’s move onto the really important thing here. What is a mate and why did Calvin specifically use the word ‘our’?”

      “Let’s get your stuff before we freeze to death,” Laura told her, opening the car door. “I’ll tell you as we work.”

      Kitty scurried out of the car as she thought of a thousand more questions. The freezing winter air had her tucking her hands in her flimsy jacket. Christ, she couldn’t wait to get all her clothes back.

      At least a witch had her back. Kitty didn’t feel like she had to constantly look over her shoulder and wonder. Matteo was probably still in the hospital which meant it would be at least another day or two before she had to worry.

      By then she’d be deep in the Cirque though…and if lions ran the place she doubted she had much to be worried about.

      “So did they send you with me because they think I hate them, or because you’re stronger than they are?” she asked as they walked to her room.

      For the first time Laura gave her an impressed look. “What makes you think witches are stronger?”

      “Magic, duh.”

      That made Laura actually smile. “I’m not physically stronger than them. But yes, my magic gives me the ability to be stronger in other ways. Nothing will touch you while I’m here.”

      Kitty grinned. “My hero.”

      The witch snorted as she drew something that looked like a rune on the door. The lock clicked and the door swung open.

      “I had a key.” Kitty held it up and waved it around a bit. “That was just showing off.”

      Laura rolled her eyes and they walked through the door into the dark, dirty space. The twin bed was ratty and the bedspread old – like from the 70s old. There were cracks in the walls and it was freezing in there. Laura wrinkled her nose in disgust.

      “It was the only place I could afford after I got mugged,” Kitty muttered, grabbing stuff as she went. “So explain this mate shit.”

      Laura didn’t help or touch anything. She just watched Kitty work, one eye on the door. “Every shifter has a mate thanks to the magic that makes them what they are. Part of it is biology and genetics and compatibility – strengthening the species kind of stuff. The other part is a magical bond that ties the mates together.”

      Kitty closed one suitcase and started on another, tossing three pairs of stripper heels in there before grabbing her costume jewelry. “Okay, so fine, but why did he say ‘our’?” She had a feeling she already knew the answer, but she wanted it spelled out.

      The witch ran a finger across the dresser and then made a face at the dust she found there. “Different shifters mate differently. Wolves mate to one person as do most shifters. Some have some leniency and it will change from shifter to shifter. Like there’s a triad of foxes who mated to a witch, or so I’ve heard through the witch grapevine. The Midnight Coven in Portland wouldn’t stop talking about it. Anyway, that’s not always the case with foxes. A lot of the time they will mate to one person. Some people think it’s because they’re so much like canines and felines.”

      There was a feeling in the pit of her stomach and Kitty had to sit down while she absorbed all this. With her hangover she had to be careful or she was going to puke everywhere.

      “Felines,” Laura went on, “always mate in triads. So when he said ‘our’ he meant him and the other two who are a part of that triad. Sometimes they know who the second and third are, sometimes they don’t. But as the Fates would have it, usually the felines who gravitate toward each other through life end up in a triad together. Almost always the Alpha, Second, and Third of a pride.”

      There was so much that went into this Kitty could only stare at Laura as her addled brain processed words like ‘Fates,’ ‘triad,’ and ‘alpha.’ “Is there a choice?” she asked.

      Laura sighed and waved for Kitty to keep packing. When she didn’t move the witch crossed her arms over her chest and glared. “I will only talk if you keep packing. The less time we spend here the better. It’s disgusting.”

      So Kitty yanked all her clothes out of the closet and gave Laura a pointed look.

      “There isn’t a choice usually. But you don’t have to take them on as mates. They will always know you are their mate and it will never be the same for them. They won’t be as fulfilled or happy as they would be with you. But you can walk away right now and nothing bad will come of it.”

      That sounded ominous. “And if I don’t walk away right now?” Kitty asked.

      Okay, she was a seriously open-minded person who took life as it came and usually with gumption. Adam was extremely hot and funny. Kitty didn’t want to just walk away from that because of some weird magic hoodoo that said she had to take Calvin and Damien too or no dice.

      And for fuck sake they were all glorious specimens who wanted to share her…who was she to deny them that and then wave goodbye when they had to leave for the next city?

      “If a permanent bond is formed – which happens when both parties accept the mate bond – then it could potentially kill the males when later rejected. Sometimes the female as well, but she usually has to be a shifter for it to be that strong. Penetrative sex can make it stronger, but isn’t permanent.”

      So no P in the V unless she was considering this.

      Okaaaaay. That wasn’t really Kitty’s style. She didn’t do ‘slow’ when it came to sex. Why waste so much time and energy getting to know someone to find out they had a tiny winkie?

      “This sounds ridiculous,” she muttered.

      “Of course it does, it’s the paranormal and you’re human. Are you done yet?” Laura demanded.

      “Just need my toiletries. Hey, so is that why you broke up with Calvin?”

      It was a totally inappropriate question, but Kitty figured it would be better to rip that Band-Aid off than baby it for days. Christ, why did she have so much makeup?

      “I can’t believe you’re actually a stripper,” Laura muttered as she came up behind Kitty to eye all the crap she had all over the counters.

      “Normal people need six different kinds of body glitter that can pair as eye glitter too you know. Don’t be such a judgy prude Laura.” Kitty blew some of that very glitter right in the witch’s face.

      Served her right for talking shit.

      Laura glared as she wiped the glitter off, but glitter was forever and it would be with her always to remind her of this very moment. Kitty gave her a wink and then just swept the rest of her stuff into a bag.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but yes. We broke up because I wasn’t his mate. It’s not like either of us didn’t know the relationship had an expiration date. We’ve known since puberty we weren’t mates. So we decided to date until he found her.” Laura grabbed one of Kitty’s bags and hefted it. “Let’s get out of this place. They probably have bed bugs. You’re going to have to wash everything before mixing it in with our stuff.”

      Kitty grabbed the two carry-on bags and her other suitcase before tossing a ten on the bed for the maid. “All right, laundromat then breakfast burritos. There’s this amazing place right around the corner.”

      Laura held open the door for her and they loaded up the car. “Fine, but you’re buying. Now go sign out.”

      “One last thing.” Kitty ran back and went to the safe in the closet. A few numbers and it popped open to reveal a meager stack of cash and then all her important papers. She tucked those in her bra and left the room.

      For what it was worth, Kitty would never forget this place. It held some of the worst and best memories she had in her life.

      Then she saw Laura leaning against her car as she waited.

      This chick was the bee’s knees. Kitty really liked her – snarky attitude and all. Actually, that was probably the main reason she liked her. Laura took no bullshit which made her wonder.

      “Why would you do that to yourself? And did you end it early or did he? Doesn’t seem fair to you either way,” Kitty said as she walked toward the office. Laura fell into step beside her – her very own personal witch bodyguard.

      “I was young and stupid. I broke it off before I went to university.” Laura glanced over at her. “I also had a vision of you right before I left. So I knew you were real and it felt weird to date him. Like…I was helping him cheat on you…or something like that.”

      Kitty grinned and nudged her with her shoulder. “You’re a cool chick, Laura. Let’s be friends.”

      The witch laughed but she didn’t come back with attitude. “Yeah, I guess we can be friends. But don’t forget you owe me a private dance.”

      “And a burrito,” Kitty said with a massive smile.

      This whole thing was definitely weird.

      But the best kind of weird.
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      Where the fuck was everybody? They were supposed to be practicing and why Damien found himself alone in the tent again was beyond him. He understood there was admin shit that needed to be done with the Cirque, but there was only about six hours before their first show for the night and he was the only one out here?

      Then he heard voices, female voices. And one of them was his mate. The other was Laura. He listened for a moment and then realized they were coming into the main tent.

      Weren’t they supposed to be doing a myriad of other things that day?

      Shit, he wasn’t ready for this.

      Damien would never admit to anybody he hid under the bleachers. Hopefully Laura would show her the ‘cool tent’ and then they’d leave. He was nowhere near ready to talk to the woman who was supposed to be his mate.

      The weird thing was he had no idea why he was so fucking nervous about it either. Maybe because she was so outgoing. Damien wasn’t used to women looking at him the way she did. Being in a circus was like living in an extremely massive family who all got into each other’s business all the time.

      Damien didn’t like people in his business so he mostly kept to himself aside from Calvin and Adam.

      “Are you sure there’s a pole in here I can use?” Kitty asked. “What about a solid floor?”

      “Are you chickening out?” Laura asked. “Because I can make all those things happen.”

      “No I’m not chickening out. I just figured it would be a good idea to not give myself another injury.”

      What the fuck?

      Damien peered through the bleachers to see Kitty carrying heels that looked like they could kill someone – and nearly did. With Laura of all people – the witch who had zero friends after being gone for ten years, other than her family.

      What were they even doing in here? It didn’t sound like Laura was giving the human a tour.

      Then Laura got to work setting up the hardwood floor around one of the poles they had running from floor to ceiling. She jerked it around and yanked, making sure it was secure. Then the witch went behind the bleachers across the tent to grab one of the chairs and set it up right in front of the pole.

      Holy shit, was this really going to happen?

      Kitty used that chair to strap on those killer heels. Damien hated how much he liked them. There was no scent of pain on the air, so the witch’s magical salve must have done its job.

      Then the small human stood up and tested out the pole. She took off her sweater and wiped the metal down as she walked around it.

      “You gonna turn on the music?” Kitty asked as she tossed her sweater to the ground. “Or are we going to make this weird?”

      Laura smirked and sat on the folding chair. She tapped her phone then crossed her arms over her chest as she waited. Damien couldn’t remember the last time he saw the witch smile since she came back from finishing all her doctor training. Things were always awkward with the doctors when they first came back – or so his dad had told him.

      Music started, slow and sultry – filling the tent. Damien recognized the song from the radio but he couldn’t have said what it was called if someone had asked. He narrowed his eyes as Kitty leaned back against the pole and grabbed it over her head with one hand, eyes locked on Laura.

      Suddenly this felt like he was intruding on a personal moment.

      It was the way she eyed the witch – heat in her eyes as she started swaying her hips, sliding her back down the pole slowly. It wasn’t an impressive move. So simple literally anyone could do it. No, what impressed Damien was the heat Kitty built between herself and her audience.

      Even Laura shifted, uncrossing her arms as she no doubt realized she’d gotten a lot more than she’d bargained for.

      Then Kitty did some sexy little thing with her ass and twirled, stalking around the pole in time with the music – keeping her eyes on Laura the whole time. She used her free hand to trace her own curves and then rubbed her mouth. It was weird but it brought his attention to those full, bee-stung lips and made him wonder what they would look like wrapped around his cock.

      Damien took a step back and shook his head. What the fuck?

      If he didn’t know better he’d say this chick was some kind of witch using a love potion, but he knew for a fact she wasn’t. There was no acrid smell of ozone on the air that told him magic was being used. This was all Kitty.

      She had stage presence. He’d give her that. But could she do everything she said she could?

      Why did he even care? It wasn’t like she was going to up and join the circus. Normal people didn’t do that. But if she had the skills…it was an option.

      Damien crossed his arms and leaned them on the bleacher in front of him to watch her with a professional eye. Tuning out the music he watched as she used just one hand to pull herself up and upside down, legs falling open in a split perfectly in time with the crash of drums.

      Another quick move turned the side splits into front splits as she spun lazily around the pole. But that wasn’t too hard. What impressed him was when she released the pole with her hands completely to fall backward – holding all her weight on the pole with just her thigh and waist in the right place.

      It wasn’t just the incredibly hard move that required more body strength than Damien had thought she possessed – it was the way Kitty held her arms, one finger pointing toward Laura as she slowly spun around the pole. It was the ballet-like way she held her arms but also how she stared at her audience, asking Laura to hold her breath with her – asking Laura to watch Kitty take this chance with her life just for the woman watching the performance.

      Presence. Confidence. Allure.

      Kitty had it all and Damien was speechless as he watched his mate.

      She mixed gymnastics moves into her routine – making the dance exciting and sexy as she slowly took pieces of her clothing off until she was in nothing but her underwear and bra. When she dropped from the top of the pole Damien came out of the bleachers, terrified she was going to hurt herself.

      Then right as the song ended her thighs clamped together and Kitty caught herself two inches from the floor – flourishing her arms in triumph. She looked up, smiling. That is, until she saw Damien.

      His heart was pounding as he realized she was okay.

      Holy shit.

      Was that what it was like when the audience watched him, Adam, and Calvin?

      Instantly she got down from the pole and grabbed her sweater which made Laura turn around with a frown on her face. “Look, I’m sorry,” Kitty told him. “I didn’t realize anyone needed the tent. This was just…” Kitty sighed and put her sweater back on over her bra. “Laura used magic to make my hair pretty so I owed her a dance.”

      Damien didn’t know whether to yell at her or laugh. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked at Laura.

      “No one was in here,” Laura said with a shrug. “But we’ll get out so you can practice.”

      Kitty’s eyes sparkled as she stepped into her skirt. “Can I watch?”

      He still didn’t know what to say to this female. But Damien did want to see if she would work with him. He just wasn’t sure how to ask her so he went for his usual straightforward approach and hoped for the best.

      “Only if you try a few stunts with me,” Damien finally said.

      Laura’s eyes widened – she knew Damien hated when people watched him practice. “I’ll, uh, go make sure there’s a tent and put your shit in it,” Laura said. “Thanks for the dance, Kitty.”

      The human frowned but shrugged. “Sure, thanks I guess. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      Damien waited until Laura was out of the tent before he spoke again. “Take off those shoes.”

      Kitty rolled her eyes and then sat down. “Why are all of you so bossy?”

      His lips twitched and he couldn’t hide the smile from her. “I don’t want you twisting an ankle. By the way, I didn’t mean to spy on you. I thought she’d show you the tent and then leave.”

      She smirked up at him and yanked off the heels. “Why are you so shy?”

      Had anyone ever asked him that question before? Damien blinked. “You make me nervous. Let me check something.”

      He knelt down and took one of her feet in his hand and Kitty let him inspect the bottom and the pink marks that were all that were left of the damage done the night before.

      Kitty studied him as he rotated her ankles and checked their strength. “Why do I make you nervous?”

      Her eyes were gorgeous and Damien couldn’t help but stare. “You know exactly who you are.”

      Kitty looked surprised by the answer. “I suppose I do even if I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. What stunts did you want to try? Just so you know, it’s been a while since I partnered with anyone. I’ve only danced for the last year and a half.”

      He nodded and stood to prep the mats. Most of the floor was springboard so it would help. “What’s the most intense layout you’ve ever done?”

      Kitty watched him and then stood to take off her skirt so she was in nothing but her boyshorts. “Double layout, full in full out. But that’s not something I’ve done with a partner.”

      Pausing in his assessment of the floor Damien looked up at her in surprise. “That’s still really impressive. Have you ever done aerial silks?”

      She shook her head. “No, though I’ve always wanted to. I’ve done a bit of hoop work though, but none of that made me money unless it was a private party. What exactly do you have in mind?”

      That was when Damien stepped forward and placed his hands on her waist. She had the muscles and for some reason he just felt like this would work. “Just go with the flow for now,” he told her. “Do whatever feels right. I’ll make sure you don’t eat mat.”

      Placing her hands on his arms, Kitty studied him for a moment before she nodded. “Okay. You drop me though and this little experiment is over and I get to punch you in the face.”

      Damien couldn’t help but smile at that. “Deal, but I won’t drop you, Kitty, I promise. Ready?”

      Those full lips kept catching his attention. He needed to focus. Because he really wanted this to work.

      “I’m ready,” she murmured. “Let’s do this.”

      Reminding himself to adjust for his shifter strength, Damien bounced down slightly once and then on the second tossed her up. Kitty didn’t hesitate. She kept her body straight and strong, bare feet perfectly placed for him to grab and hold her up – arm extended above his head.

      “I’m going to put on some music,” he told her. “Remember, go with the flow.” Shifting he put the weight of her body and both feet to one hand. Her balance was perfect and she only shook once before she found her center.

      Then music filled the tent and Damien warned her with a small dip before he tossed her in the air hard.

      It was exactly as he’d thought it would be. She knew what to expect from him and Damien watched carefully as she flipped and twisted in the air in time to the music. It wasn’t her skills that impressed him this time, but how easily she trusted him. Kitty never once wavered or shook.

      She knew he was there for her – a strong base that would catch her no matter what. Damien wouldn’t let her hit the floor, even if he had to get hurt to prevent it.

      When the song slowed to its end she looked down at him and twisted her body, placing one hand on his shoulder while holding his gaze. Damien felt his breath catch as he stared into her eyes.

      Then she jumped up, twisting her body upside down, and he placed his hand on her waist at just the right moment. Kitty spread her legs in a split, then slowly moved her waist until she was completely upright, balancing herself on one hand.

      Damien released her and made himself as sturdy as a rock, but he couldn’t look away from her. His breathing came fast and hard but he never wavered. How was she so in tune with him? How did Kitty see so deeply?

      Then she swung her legs and Damien caught her when she dismounted. It was no dismount that he’d done before though. Her legs wrapped around his waist and her arms around his neck right as the song ended. But he couldn’t let go of her just yet.

      The two of them together just felt...right.

      “That was fun,” she told him, sliding down his body to the floor. Did she have any idea how tantalizing that was? “I haven’t done that in a really long time. Who would have thought we’d be such good partners? Even with my ex-boyfriend it took us years to get to that kind of instinctual connection.”

      The feel of her against him lingered and Damien knew as he watched her slip her skirt back on that they’d found her in that park for a reason. Kitty was meant for him – for Calvin and Adam. She was meant for the circus…

      If she wanted it.

      “You are very good,” he told her. “Maybe you should practice the trapeze with me.” He watched her reaction carefully.

      Kitty didn’t seem frightened. She just looked up and considered. “I’m too hungover to try something new. Can we do it tomorrow?”

      Geez, she could do all that hungover? Damien smiled. What couldn’t she do?

      At least when she said ‘tomorrow’ it meant she had no plans to leave any time soon. “Sure. Let me take you to your new tent,” Damien murmured.

      He may not have wanted a mate or understood before why this one had been destined for them. But Damien could see it now. She was incredibly easy to be around.

      “You’re not as mean as you look you know,” Kitty told him, slipping on the sheepskin boots with her heels in her other hand. “And you’re really pretty when you smile.”

      Damien snorted at that. “Let’s get you settled. But don’t tell anyone I’m not mean. That would make me lose my allure.”

      Her snicker was the best thing he’d heard all day.
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      Her tent wasn’t as big as Calvin’s but it was still nice and spacious. Kitty liked the bed too. Where the blankets had come from she didn’t know but they looked quilted by hand and made with love in bright colors.

      Everything about the circus was bright. She knew there was more under the surface, but so far everyone she ran into was mostly happy. They all had their shit, but this was a family. This was…exactly what she wished her family had been like.

      Not conforming to their ideals had made her parents shun her in a way. They’d asked her to leave and not to come back until she’d changed her ways. No matter how much she knew they loved her – it had still broken Kitty’s heart. When she made life choices she’d always expected to have the support of her family.

      As she looked around at the gold, purple, and red tent she felt like this kind of family would accept pretty much anything. They’d accept you how you are. Even if one of them wanted to leave the circus – Kitty knew they would support that person and remind them they always had a home here.

      She wanted that so badly.

      And honestly, who knew Damien could be so fucking hot?

      Glancing over her shoulder she watched the way he frowned at everything, his arms crossed over his chest again. Why did he like people thinking he was mean? It wasn’t like these boys were damaged. No, Kitty knew the damaged ones immediately.

      For once she was drawn to the ones who wanted to help her.

      “So why did you want me to do stunts with you?” Kitty asked, flipping open one of her suitcases. She desperately needed to take a hot shower and then she wanted to wear something warm.

      “I think you should join the circus,” Damien told her, coming over to see what was in her suitcase. He lifted up a velvet robe with one finger and smiled. “You sure have interesting tastes.”

      “Consider me old school burlesque,” she snapped, grabbing the robe from him and holding it to her chest. “What makes you think I can even do what you do? I have no circus training. And I doubt you want a stripper doing stunts on a pole.”

      He shrugged but didn’t move away. “You have the skill and strength. It wouldn’t be hard to train you.”

      The heat of his body felt amazing while the heater worked overtime to make her tent warm. But Kitty took a step away. All three of her so-called ‘mates’ were confusing as hell. Did they want her?

      She didn’t really know.

      Did she want them?

      She was attracted to all three of them. But three guys at once was something she’d never really considered even if she did have polyamorous friends, gay friends, drag queen friends…Kitty loved the whole LGBTQ community but had never thought to date more than one person at a time – with the intention of being with all of them.

      After her ex-boyfriend Kitty hadn’t had time to date anyone…

      She froze as she realized she’d only ever been with one person in her whole life. That made her feel weird. And now she was considering three…but, it wasn’t the idea of polyamory that bothered her. Kitty had been exposed to it enough it wasn’t strange.

      No, what made her feel weird was that there was this magical fucking fairy bond connecting her to three males who used magic to turn into lions and a witch who could make her hair gorgeous with a snap of her fingers.

      Why would they ever be interested in her if they weren’t ‘mates?’

      “Damien,” she said, throwing some of her clothes into the dresser. “If we weren’t fated to be together, would you think I’m attractive?”

      He sat on the edge of her bed and considered her. “You’re definitely attractive, but I don’t honestly know. Maybe? You were in danger and then suddenly you were my mate. But I don’t think it’s what you think it is.”

      What did that even mean? “Well…could you explain? I’m trying to figure this out after learning there’s a whole other world, and then figure out my life. I need help I think.”

      Damien grabbed her hand and tugged her down so she plopped on the bed next to him. He was a lot more open after their moment in the tent – it had been super intense and Kitty couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      “I’m not suddenly in love with you,” he told her. “I am interested in you because I know you’re compatible with me – that we would be mates after we, uh, have sex.”

      Kitty giggled at that. Damien was so uncomfortable and it was adorable. “Yeah, Laura explained that part to me.”

      He breathed a sigh of relief and then looked down at her hand in his – he still hadn’t let go. Kitty thought he might now, but instead he twined his fingers through hers and it made her stomach flutter with that delicious feeling of a crush starting.

      “It’s always seemed kind of pointless to me to date other women when they weren’t my mate. I would always choose my mate over them – the universe created her, er you, for me. That’s not something I’m going to throw away. But we still have to build a relationship like normal people. We have the choice to decide we don’t want to be mated to you if things don’t go well. It’s happened before. But because magic is involved feelings tend to be…sped up I guess.”

      Kitty just stared at him. “Have you ever said so many words at once before?” she teased.

      He actually blushed and it made her smile. Not only was Damien gorgeous, he was adorable too.

      “Have you ever been with anyone before?” she asked.

      “Only Calvin and Laura.”

      Kitty blinked in surprise. For some reason that made her entire body tingle and she felt breathless. “I have so many questions.”

      Did this make her feel weird? Or did it turn her on?

      A little of both, she thought.

      “So you always knew Calvin would be a part of your…triad?” Kitty asked, trying to remember the name of it.

      Damien nodded. “Does this make you feel uncomfortable? You smell anxious.”

      Oh fucking hell. “What else do I smell like?” she asked. Kitty wanted to know if he could smell everything.

      When he cleared his throat awkwardly she knew he could. “You smell like desire.” His voice went husky with the words and it made the ache between her legs grow.

      Kitty clenched her thighs together and licked her lips. Well then.

      “I don’t know if I want to join the circus,” she told him, unable to stop staring at his lips. “It seems like a huge commitment. I get the sense that if I agree to stay and become your mate, I’ll never be able to leave. How can I be sure this is the life that I want?”

      Damien nodded like he understood but his eyes were focused on her lips. “We have time for you to figure things out.”

      “Like how I feel about you?” she asked, scooting closer to him. Kitty really liked his brown eyes and brown-blond hair. Damien was unreasonably gorgeous and the muscles on him...

      “Um, yeah,” he murmured, watching her without blinking. “But physical attraction isn’t quite getting to know someone.”

      Kitty couldn’t help but smile at the slight teasing tone. “No, I guess not.” She was close enough she could feel his breath on her lips. Would he kiss her? “Why do you like making everyone think you’re mean?”

      Damien licked his lips and studied her eyes for a moment. “I’m Third to the Alpha of the Cirque de Nuit Pride. I have to help Calvin and Adam run everything. We have to follow the rules given to the circus decades ago or we lose our nomad status. It’s notoriously hard to get. So…I have to make sure they see me as a leader.”

      It was impossible to resist him. Kitty reached out and traced his cheekbone. “Especially when you’re so pretty.”

      That made him laugh, but it was awkward and loud and embarrassed and totally endearing. Kitty grinned up at him. “Are you going to kiss me already?”

      Damien smiled and he laughed again – still so adorably awkward. “Yeah, I suppose I could do that.”

      Then he closed the tiny space between them and kissed her softly. Kitty breathed him in and sighed in contentment. She wasn’t a shifter with a psychotically good sense of smell, but she loved how perfect he smelled. It was laundry detergent and something wild she couldn’t name mixed in with some kind of incense – somehow it all equated to a familiarity her body recognized even if she didn’t.

      It was the sweetest kiss she’d ever had. Damien pulled back to look into her eyes and smiled again. “I figured that was a good start for now. Didn’t want to go too fast.”

      Kitty bit her lip to keep from laughing. “And the ‘mean’ one is the gentleman from the turn of the century. How unexpected.”

      Before Damien could say anything more, Adam ducked into her tent. “Someone is here looking for you Kitty. What do you want me to do with them?”

      Every bit of the sweetness from that moment felt like it was stolen from her when panic filled her body in a flash. It pissed her off and yes, scared the crap out of her. “Who are they and what do they want?”

      Adam grimaced. “It’s a lawyer, but I can just say you’re not here right now.”

      She contemplated her options. “How did they even find me?” No doubt it was some lackey sent to serve her papers for assault and battery. Matteo would try some bullshit like that. But how could she fight this? “I don’t have a lawyer, or know one.”

      Both of them looked concerned.

      “We have one,” Adam said, glancing at Damien and then at their hands still intertwined. “I don’t know how they found you, but we’ll look into it.”

      Damien blushed when he realized what had drawn Adam’s attention and tried to pull away but Kitty didn’t let him. “I also don’t have the cash to pay a lawyer,” she reminded him. “And you guys are doing too much for me already. I don’t want to put your circus in danger.”

      Adam waved his hand, dismissing her words. “You’re our mate and currently our ward. We granted you sanctuary. That means something here. This is what we do – even if you weren’t our mate.” He gave her a wink. “You gonna hold my hand too?”

      Despite the severity of the situation Kitty laughed. “Sure. Both of you hold my hands while I go meet the scary lawyer.”

      Standing she looked down and then realized she had wanted to shower. Kitty sighed and put her velvet robe on to help with the warmth. Then she retook Damien’s hand and reached out for Adam’s.

      “You don’t have to do this right now,” Adam told her, taking the hand she offered with an uncharacteristically serious look on his face. It was like Damien and Adam had switched bodies for a moment. “We can send this guy away until you figure out what you want to do.”

      Kitty nodded. “I appreciate the offer, but I already know what I want to do.”

      Adam grinned and it made his blue eyes twinkle. “Of course you do. I’ll take you to him then.”

      True to their word, both Damien and Adam held her hands while they led her to the outskirts of the tent city. Sounds from the carnival part of the circus started to filter in and Kitty realized it was already only a few hours until sunset – and freezing.

      She tightened her grip on their hands when she saw the man in the suit with papers waiting. This shit was for real. Kitty wondered if he would ask about the bouncers or if this was just about Matteo.

      Her heart skipped a beat and her mind raced. Would they get away with murder?

      Why did her bad luck have to follow her everywhere? Kitty didn’t want her shitshow to ruin the magic of this traveling circus…but they had literal magic. There had to be something they could do, right?

      “Kitty Peters?” the lawyer asked.

      “Yes?” She lifted her chin and pulled her shoulders back despite how nervous she was.

      The lawyer glanced at the two massive men on either side of her – still holding her hands. “I’m here to serve you with papers for the assault and battery of Matteo Russo. He’ll be seeing you in court.”

      “Excellent,” Kitty told him. “I’ll be happy to present my own evidence that I was simply defending myself.” She angled her neck to show the bruises still lingering from Matteo’s hands. “Not to mention that he tried to force me into prostitution.”

      She and the lawyer glared at each other for a few moments. Then he looked away first, adjusting his coat. “Well, as any lawyer would know that bruising could be from anyone. I’m not sure what sort of bedroom games you’re into, but these two certainly have hands large enough to create such marks. As for the prostitution, you would need a witness to corroborate your story. So I look forward to seeing you in court, Ms. Peters.”

      “As do we,” Calvin said as he walked up to them. He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at the lawyer. For a second Kitty thought she heard a guttural snarl.

      Matteo’s lawyer lost no time scurrying out of there. Kitty watched him disappear with apprehension. There was so much that could go wrong in court even with a lawyer. How was she going to prove the prostitution thing?

      There were the other girls, but they had a lot to lose if she asked for their help.

      Kitty looked up at Calvin. “Thank you, but he’s right. These marks could be caused by anything and if the three of you were to testify it would bring into question what happened with the bouncers.” She shrugged. That bad luck, man. It dogged her heels no matter where she went.

      “Forget about that for now,” Calvin told her with that trademark serious expression of his. “Go take a hot shower, eat something, and then come enjoy the circus. We’ll figure out how to deal with the lawyer and the charges later.”

      Kitty studied Calvin and wondered how many times he’d done this before. How many people had he helped as they traveled from city to city?

      “All right,” she agreed. “I’ll enjoy the circus tonight and worry about real life in the morning.”

      Adam grinned at that and pecked her cheek before heading toward the big top. “Laura will show you the carnival while we practice. I hope you enjoy the show.”

      Then Damien followed after him and Kitty felt colder than before even if they’d just been holding her hands. She wrapped her arms around herself and shrugged a shoulder at Calvin. “Thank you,” she said.

      Calvin nodded and jerked his chin towards the shower tent. “Wear warmer clothes or I’ll buy you some.”

      She grinned. “Almost sounds like you worry about me.”

      His lips twitched and his eyes sparkled just a little in the dusky light. “Maybe I do. Is that so terrible?”

      “No.” Kitty brushed her shoulder against his arm as she went by. “I kind of like it.” She gave Calvin a wink before making her way back into the tent city.
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      Kitty didn’t know why she wore the warm, sexy outfit. It wasn’t like Calvin, Adam, or Damien would be able to see her sitting in the bleachers during their show. It was almost six in the evening and it was already dark, but there were still so many people.

      She really hadn’t expected these kinds of numbers. Every single seat was taken and it was packed. There had to be like…a thousand seats? How did they fill the tents every night?

      Perhaps they used magic, but for some reason Kitty didn’t think so.

      The Cirque de Nuit had old school charm that just couldn’t be found anymore.

      She’d walked the carnival grounds with Laura after doing what Calvin had told her to – when was the last time she did anything anyone told her to do? – and then had gotten dressed for the cold. She was still wearing leather pants that hugged every curve, but the inside was fleece and extra warm.

      The inside of her boots were also fleece which helped keep her feet warm along with her fluffy socks. The cuts were pretty much healed. Whatever was in that salve Laura gave her made it all painless. She didn’t want to ask what was in it. If there was eye of newt she might freak out.

      It worked. That’s all she cared about at the moment.

      Laura had smiled when she saw the sparkly, see-through black sweater that draped over the long-sleeved shirt Kitty wore, but she hadn’t said anything.

      So what if she was a bit eccentric? Kitty loved that about herself. The deep blue, navy pea-coat she wore had kept her warm while they walked through all the games. There were a few rides like in a real carnival, but what really drew people were the mini shows leading them to the big top.

      There were knife throwers, flame eaters, and contortionists. Kitty looked everywhere and there was always something new to see. A woman with a crystal ball asked to tell her fortune and she was tempted, but next time maybe.

      Laura eventually led her into the purple and blue big top and pulled her toward two seats at the front where reserved signs were. They hadn’t just given her any seat in the bleachers, but the very front row. Kitty smiled, just knowing one of her ‘mates’ had done that for her.

      She’d never seen the circus as a kid and now she had the best seat in the house.

      To say she was excited was an understatement.

      “Want some snacks?” Laura asked, calling over someone who carried popcorn up and down the stands.

      “Obviously.” Kitty smiled and waved down someone with drinks. “Is this actually beer and wine?”

      “Benefits to having a liquor license and two shows. The first is kid friendly. The second is not.”

      Kitty paused and looked over at the witch. “There are two shows? Which one is this?” She paid for two glasses of wine and handed one to Laura. The witch gave her one of the buckets of popcorn.

      “This is the first show. I figured you’d want to see both. Chocolate? We make it ourselves.”

      Kitty had just had lunch/dinner, but she wanted to enjoy this to the fullest. “Get a little bit of everything,” she said with a smile. “I want to try it all. So why do you guys do two shows?”

      The murmur and chatter of a thousand people drowned out the music playing for atmosphere. She couldn’t hear the sound of the games outside anymore either. The tent was dark, but there were enough lights glowing to see the stairs for each bleacher.

      Ushers helped people to their seats and the ones with snacks wore glow sticks around their necks. Some didn’t have food, but toys and glowing sticks. Even though she knew it was just junk, Kitty wanted one.

      “Well…it’s one of those things,” Laura said, crunching on the popcorn. “We do really well with children, but there is a completely different audience these days. Back in the day it was men looking for dancing, naked women which as you know you can get anywhere now including strip clubs. So we adjusted with the times. Just wait; you’ll see what I mean.”

      As the lights dimmed and her adrenaline spiked in anticipation – Kitty looked to the main floor.

      Cirque de Nuit was a three ring circus, just like the old circuses. And it was built in a massive tent that was so well-cared for it looked brand new even though Laura had said their great-great-grandmothers had sat around for weeks sewing it together while they sailed across the sea to America.

      There was so much rich history and culture steeped into this circus. Kitty popped a chocolate in her mouth and closed her eyes in bliss. How had this one survived when so many others hadn’t?

      Music rose to fill the space and clowns came running out, doing their little bits. It wasn’t as cheesy as she thought it would be – more three stooges kind of stuff which was timeless. When twenty people came out of a tiny VW Bug she clapped with everyone else.

      But it was all preparation.

      As the music switched over she watched Calvin come out in a spiffy suit, whip in his hand and ten lions behind him. They followed his every direction and the crowd gasped as they did tricks and stunts.

      Some of the magic had been stolen from her knowing these weren’t real lions but shifters. Kitty didn’t know which one was Damien and which one was Adam, but it was still fun to watch them do tricks like real lions would.

      She laughed out loud with Laura when one of the lions mimicked everything Calvin was doing behind his back – while Calvin pretended not to know where he was. Kitty would bet a hundred bucks that was Adam.

      She laughed so hard tears ran down her face. Thank goodness for waterproof makeup. The setting spray she used for work was no joke either. Kitty couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed like that.

      Laura nudged her and pointed out the next act. Knife throwers. The small tricks and juggling they’d done outside had been just a taste. They threw knives at each other now – deadly sharp and so dangerously close Kitty had to cover her eyes and watch through her fingers.

      Modern music filled the stadium and every throw was timed perfectly. The girl dressed in something deliciously sparkly flourished her arms, and then got into another position. In one of the smaller circles another girl used a bow and arrow – getting into crazy positions every time she fired until she was doing a handstand and aiming with her feet.

      The shouts and gasps across the audience as she fired at one of the assistants echoed Kitty’s own reactions. The act in the third circle was a sword swallower and juggler. It was insane to watch and the acts went on long enough she was able to see all three without too much trouble.

      When the song ended all performers in the three rings bowed.

      The sound of the audience clapping was a roar that Kitty thought someone could hear clear across the city. Never had she been in an audience quite so enthusiastic before. It was nothing like when she performed at the clubs, even if they had loved her there.

      This was different.

      It reminded Kitty of when she used to do dance competitions.

      Music changed to a faster paced rock song and she ate her popcorn nervously, wondering what would be next.

      Her mouth dropped open when the fire dancers came.

      Men and women juggling and twirling fire as they wove among each other. One of the smaller circles breathed fire and the other swallowed it while the group in the main ring danced with it, making patterns in the air.

      It was one of the most breathtaking things she’d ever seen.

      Then the lights went out completely and everyone gasped. The fire became the focal point and Kitty watched, mesmerized by the patterns that went in time with the fire breathers on either side.

      When this song ended every single fire was snuffed out simultaneously and chills ran down her arms. Had they used magic to time that perfectly? Either way Kitty felt the mystery and wonder in the hushed big top.

      A giant spotlight turned on and pointed straight up.

      Kitty gasped and covered her mouth when she saw Calvin, Damien, and Adam so high up. There wasn’t a net underneath them either. Her heart started pounding as the music slowly started and Adam went first, flying across the entire tent from end to end.

      How had they gotten everything set up so quickly?

      Then Damien went out on his own trapeze. Kitty had no idea what was going to happen but her heart was pounding in time with the beat and the popcorn was completely forgotten in her lap as she watched them.

      When Calvin took a flying leap she held her breath. He was suspended in air for a long moment and then Damien caught him. The three of them started flipping and tossing each other in the air. They built up speed and did more and more dangerous tricks until Adam had done a quadruple forward flip and Kitty felt terrified he wouldn’t make it to Calvin in time.

      But then Damien jumped, tossing his body over Adam’s.

      That was when her heart literally stopped. The music even paused in its song and the entire tent was so quiet she could have heard a pin drop.

      Damien did a single layout right above Adam who was going for his fourth flip. The speed and strength had been calculated perfectly because somehow Calvin caught Damien’s ankles which put him low enough to snatch Adam’s hands right when he reached out for Damien.

      The sound of that catch reverberated through the tent just before the music swelled once more and everyone leapt to their feet. Kitty was cheering so hard she grabbed Laura’s shoulder and shook her in disbelief. She spilled wine all over the witch who was laughing too hard to care.

      “That was amazing!” she yelled, practically jumping up and down.

      “They’re very good,” Laura admitted. She leaned over like she had a secret to tell. “Wait until you see the adult version.”

      Kitty’s mouth popped open in shock. She had no idea what that meant or what it would look like, but just the way Laura said it sent chills down her spine and anticipation through her limbs. It was a strange mix of sensations.

      Kitty couldn’t wait.

      Honestly, the rest of the acts were just as insane. There was tumbling and acrobatics mixed in with dancing, a tightrope, and then more animals who she would bet were shifters, but it was all magical.

      Still, it went by in a blur and she felt like she needed to see it all a thousand more times to truly see everything.

      When everyone came out to take their bow she clapped harder than anyone, standing and spilling popcorn everywhere in her excitement. Calvin, Adam, and Damien caught her eye and all three of them winked at her.

      For some reason that made her breathless as she remembered Laura’s words.

      The lights went up and everyone started leaving, buying tokens and trinkets on their way out as they talked about their favorite parts.

      Kitty remained in her seat and turned to face Laura. “We need more wine. That was stressful.”

      The witch laughed and called over one of the guys. “Could you get us two bottles? We’re going to need them.”

      He looked at Kitty and then gave Laura a smirk. “Of course, doc. Anything else?”

      Laura blushed at the attention and that made Kitty inspect the guy more closely. He was gorgeous too – just like all of them were. Laura shook her head and started cleaning up the mess around them as he walked away.

      Instantly Kitty felt bad and picked up the popcorn she’d spilled and put it into one of the empty containers nearby. “He’s really cute, you should tap that.”

      They hadn’t known each other very long and the witch had a prickly personality most of the time, but Kitty felt like Laura was one of the closest female friends she’d had in a long time. For better or for worse her ex-boyfriend had been her best friend.

      His abandonment still hurt sometimes.

      Kitty had put so much into that relationship. She’d invested so much time, energy, love, and trust. Never in a million years had she thought he would chicken out and leave her on the road. But she blamed herself really. He had never been one for crazy adventures. Despite his support for her new career, she’d known it had made him uncomfortable.

      After so many years she had grown out of the naïve little princess she’d been and wanted everything the world had to offer while her ex had been content to stay in Washington forever. Maybe get a boring job in Seattle that paid the bills. Have two point five kids.

      Kitty had wanted a family too, but she’d wanted to see the world first.

      When Laura didn’t say anything she looked over at the witch with a critical eye. “We’re friends, right?”

      Laura looked up in surprise. “Do you want to be friends?”

      Kitty couldn’t help but laugh and roll her eyes. “Duh, I don’t dance for just anyone.”

      “That was a trade,” Laura reminded her.

      “So for future hair charms do I need to dance for you every night? Or is there some other barter system you’d prefer, bestie?”

      “Bestie?” Laura exclaimed. “I don’t know about bestie.”

      Then the wine came and Kitty poured them both hefty glasses while the roadies, or whatever they were called, cleaned up the tent in record time. No doubt they were using magic too.

      “You clearly need a bestie,” Kitty told her. “And I want to be the one to do the honors. Why don’t you go after that hot piece of ass who is clearly smitten with you? I mean he brought us wine and chocolate that we didn’t even ask for.”

      Laura shrugged. “Fine, you can be my best friend but only because no one else is lining up for the job.”

      Kitty smirked. Fuck she loved this chick’s sass. “I’ll cry at night because of this you know.”

      Sighing Laura rolled her eyes but she couldn’t hide the smile on her face either. “You’re so dramatic. Anyways, I don’t go after all the hot pieces of ass as you so eloquently put it because if it doesn’t work out things are going to be awkward and everyone will know about it and I’ll be labeled as the ‘circus slut,’ especially after I’ve been gone for so long.”

      That was a lot of shit to deal with and it sounded like total bullshit. “Who fucking cares?” Kitty asked, taking a massive gulp of wine. “You do you, queen. You’re a fucking doctor for chrissakes and a witch? They should all be so lucky to have the privilege of tasting your magic pussy.”

      “What did I miss?” Adam asked, coming up to them from the depths of nowhere with a toy in his hand.

      Laura was blushing so hard her entire face was red but Kitty just grinned up at Adam and crossed one leg over the other. “None of your damn business. Can I help you with something?”

      “I bought you this,” he told her. “I know it’s stupid, but you were eyeing them earlier and I thought you’d want one.”

      Kitty took the doll from him and for a second it felt like she couldn’t breathe as she realized what it was. It was more beautifully crafted than a Barbie and had the most expressive eyes. It reminded her of those old school harlequin dolls but revamped into something modern and less creepy.

      This one looked like a trapeze artist with her hand up and the little outfit she wore.

      “It’s not going to wake up and kill me is it?” she joked, trying to hide how choked up she’d gotten, or the tears currently rimming her eyes.

      Adam smiled and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “Nope. Not as long as you don’t piss off any of the witches.” Then he lowered his voice to something deep and delicious. “I’m glad you like it. I’ll never forget the way you looked at us tonight, so I wanted you to have something to remember that moment as well.”

      Then he was gone and Kitty was left with wine and a doll. She ran her thumb over its perfect face. “They’re very good at this mate thing,” she murmured.

      Laura poured more wine into Kitty’s glass and then filled up her own. “Boys are hard,” she admitted. “Even with a magic pussy.”

      Hearing her say it made Kitty snort the wine through her nose she laughed so hard. “Boys are hard,” she agreed, wiping the wine from her face. Then sighed when she realized it was all over her.

      Grinning Laura muttered a few words and snapped her fingers. The wine completely disappeared. “That one’s on the house. If you want to be my wing-woman at the after party tonight, I’ll consider it.”

      Kitty looked up at her and realized this was probably the best night of her life. “There’s a fucking party? Holy shit. I’ll have to change. You do too. You can borrow something. I doubt you have anything appropriate.”

      “Just enjoy the second show,” Laura told her, popping a chocolate into her mouth. “Then we’ll talk about what to wear tonight. And absolutely no heels.”

      Kitty looked back down at the doll in her hand. She was going to have to decide what she wanted to do soon or the circus was going to steal her heart.
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      Fuck, the party was so much more nerve wracking than she’d thought it would be. Kitty thought it was partly because no one knew her but they all knew who she was – the mate to the Alpha’s triad.

      Not only that, now she was anxious as hell to see Calvin, Adam, and Damien after the adult version of their show.

      She and Laura had gotten wine drunk while they waited and then Kitty had been mesmerized the entire performance. It wasn’t quite as long as the first show, but it was still fucking amazing.

      The knife throwers had purposefully gotten close enough that the sharp blades cut the clothes from their assistants until they were in nothing but flashy pasties and glittery underwear – even the men.

      The ones doing the tricks wore much more suggestive outfits. She could see every muscle glinting under the sexy light and someone had oiled their skin.

      There were no clowns and no animals. It reminded her a lot of some of the risqué shows in Vegas. Ones she’d considered auditioning for. But Kitty had wanted to make enough money to put her baby brother through college – to help her parents retire on time after they’d taken out their savings when they’d found out they were going to have Liam so late in life.

      She’d wanted to buy her own house and save up for her own retirement before she hit 35. And the only way she knew how to do all that with the skills she possessed was to strip in Vegas making a thousand bucks or more a night. Most couldn’t do it, but Kitty knew she could. She didn’t know why or how, but clients threw fives instead of ones at her most of the time.

      It was probably some cosmic balance. She had terrible luck, so the universe tried to make up for it elsewhere.

      When her mates had come out to do their performance though, she’d choked on the chocolate in her mouth.

      They were shirtless and in pants so tight she could see everything.

      Everything everything.

      What their act was about she couldn’t tell anyone because she’d been too distracted by the sultry moves they’d performed and the death defying stunts they did. They used aerial silks and hoops instead of the trapeze for this act.

      Women didn’t strip during their performances but they wore glittering costumes of nothing while they performed their own acts on the tightrope, the silks, the hoops…it was all sultry and sexy and done to slow, suggestive songs.

      They picked people out of the audience just like strip clubs did and added them to the act.

      No wonder it felt like the second performance was just as packed, if not more, than the first. Somehow this show was known and had spread across the internet like wildfire. They had some fans who apparently traveled from city to city to see them.

      It was fucking mind-blowing to see how popular they were and yet so rarely talked about. Kitty supposed it was like any other niche thing. They were known by the right people and that was all that mattered.

      “Why do you look so nervous?” Laura snapped as she came up to Kitty with more wine. “You never look nervous and now you’re making me feel like this whole thing was a mistake.”

      She took the wine and breathed in deep. Then Kitty smiled at Laura. “You look amazing. Don’t freak out.” She adjusted the hem of the skirt she’d put the witch in and then nodded. “You have nice legs.”

      Kitty checked her own outfit for the thousandth time. It was really hard to dress sexy when it was freezing but the mess tent was packed and food was being passed around. Music blared and everyone laughed and danced and celebrated.

      It was strange to be a part of this as an outsider but it was also magical.

      Kitty tugged on the hem of her bodycon sweater dress only once. If it rode up her ass that’s what her tights were for. The thigh-high boots would keep her legs warm and her hair was down. In the mess tent she felt cozy, but she knew the walk back to her own tent would suck.

      So Kitty drank more wine to warm up.

      “I don’t know how you pull off thigh-high boots that don’t even have a heel,” Laura muttered, watching as a few people started pulling out instruments. “You’re so short I could put you in my pocket.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Kitty hissed. She didn’t know if Laura could actually do that but she wasn’t going to test her. “Where are they?”

      Laura gave her a look she couldn’t decipher and then jerked her chin at the band that was beginning to form. “They do the first song, and then usually Calvin joins us. Adam and Damien should in a few hours, but with you here I’m not sure.”

      Kitty felt her body gravitate toward them, pushing through the crowd as she inspected each of the people starting up a new melody as someone else shut off the music coming from the speakers.

      Adam and Damien still didn’t wear a shirt as they came into the tent and sat with drums between their legs. Kitty couldn’t stop staring, a small part of her wondering if they didn’t feel the cold because they were lion shifters or what.

      As they started the rhythm that set her blood boiling, Kitty found herself on the edge of the crowd encircling them. Where was Calvin?

      Then she saw him in the back.

      All of them together built the music up and up until she could barely keep her feet still.

      Calvin played the guitar so skillfully she wondered what the fuck he was doing as a trapeze artist and not a musician. He rivaled those viral videos of genius musicians as his fingers plucked the strings with such speed and precision that the melody built and added to the main music, yet somehow stood apart.

      Vaguely she realized Laura had joined her at some point, but Kitty barely processed anything but the men performing. As Adam and Damien beat the drums their muscles stood out and sweat dripped down their chests. They were focused yet free.

      Then all of a sudden Calvin had a microphone and he was saying her name.

      “What?” she asked, glancing at Laura for help.

      The witch was laughing with her hands up like she wanted nothing to do with any of it – which wasn’t a good sign.

      “Kitty Ann Peters – all visitors have to grace us with a show as their ticket behind the scenes. Do you want to perform now or later?”

      Hundreds of eyes turned to her, but they weren’t full of malice or hatred. The crowd just…waited for her response.

      Kitty inspected them as the music grew and she recognized the flame dancers, the knife throwers, the woman who had asked to tell her fortune – then those who were just as vital, the ones who set up the rigging and the sets and kept everything in tip top shape, the cooks, and the ones who ran the carnival.

      Kitty looked over at Laura – even a doctor.

      They’d done so much for her.

      And all they wanted was a show?

      Seemed fair.

      “I can do it now,” she said with a slight smile, handing her wine to Laura. “But I have to warn you, I’ve been drinking all night.”

      For some reason that made everyone in the mess tent cheer and Kitty couldn’t help but laugh with them. This might be a total disaster but at least it would be fun.

      “Get the lady a pole,” Calvin said into the microphone. His deep voice reverberated through the space and somehow added to the music. “Kitty, you have the floor.”

      They didn’t change the music. Adam and Damien grinned at her as they pounded the drums. Calvin watched as she tilted her head at him, following the quick movements of his fingers. She processed the beat and the rhythm while she contemplated what else those quick fingers could do.

      Thank goodness there were a ton of other people to hide her scent. She couldn’t be the only one feeling a bit needy at the moment. Kitty glanced back one last time at Laura when the riggers finished setting up the pole with flashy bows. The witch gave her a thumb’s up and then drained both glasses of wine.

      Kitty never felt nervous before a dance. Not since the first time she’d done one. But she did now. Normally she had routines memorized to different songs, but this wasn’t like any song she’d ever danced to before.

      It was raw and primal and just this side of animalistic.

      Kitty rolled her neck side to side and closed her eyes as she processed the music, the beat, the moves she knew, and every dance she’d ever performed. She pushed back her nerves at having her mates watch her – Damien had already seen at least.

      With quick, sure movements she removed her boots, stripped off her tights, and then stepped back into the thigh-high boots, rolling down the top slightly so it wouldn’t mess with her grip.

      She had to remind herself not to look at Damien or Adam yet when she opened her eyes and stepped forward toward the pole. Their bare, sweaty chests begged to be licked and touched and Kitty didn’t want to fall on her face because she was too busy wondering what they tasted like.

      Each rolling, sensual step made her hips sway until she reached that familiar pole. And she placed one hand on the metal.

      Instantly the noise in her head stopped and it was just her and the music and her audience – all of them.

      Normally she wasn’t so flashy with her gymnast skills, but these were circus people – she wanted to prove she was one of them if only for the night.

      There hadn’t been a request to remove her clothing, but it would make the tricks easier. Kitty needed skin to hold onto the metal, to keep her from slipping and falling to the ground in a heap. So she spun around the metal, pausing when the music did, swaying her hips, tracing her curves, finding eyes in the crowd to connect with.

      It was all about the connection – that was how she got them to fall in love with her every night. Kitty made it seem like everything she did was for them, even in a room full of people. As the music changed she leaned her back against the pole and pulled the dress up slowly over her thighs, then hips, and finally up and over her head.

      Cheers and catcalls made her smile. The vibe was fun and flirty and…supportive. No one here judged her for choosing this medium, for choosing to make money this way. They all seemed to know how hard it was in the real world.

      Life was impossible sometimes and music and a dance could make it feel like things weren’t so bad anymore.

      Then she gripped the metal and hoisted herself up slowly with only one hand. Using every muscle in her core that she possessed to make it look effortless and beautiful, when in reality she felt the strain to keep in time with the music, to remind herself to keep her face smooth and sultry, and most importantly to breathe.

      A small somersault didn’t seem hard, but at this speed? There was no momentum or inertia to help her out. And Kitty smiled as she went into the next move just as slowly.

      She did splits and spins and crazy holds she barely ever did in the clubs. Kitty pulled out all the stops, making sure it timed to the music as best she could. She even used the most dangerous holds at the top of the pole, one foot wrapped around the pole in the splits right against the metal – no hands.

      It was the hardest shit she’d ever done but she made it look pretty – she made the stunts as terrifying as possible, dropping eight feet down into the splits looked painful, but she’d gotten used to it a long time ago. What sucked was pulling herself up with one hand so she could do a cute little spin, only the tips of her toes on the floor.

      She was showing off a little, but Kitty knew Adam and Damien and Calvin were watching. She knew they were judging her performance – and yeah, a small part of her wanted to make them feel just as breathless as they’d made her feel during their performance.

      As needy as she felt right now – she wanted to make them burn with desire.

      Kitty caught a glimpse of them as she spun and tried not to think too much about the smolder in their eyes.

      When would the song end? Kitty didn’t know, and she almost didn’t care. She threw herself backward, grabbing the pole and then releasing her thigh grip so her body flipped over. She didn’t use the metal to stop herself – nope, she wanted to prove to them all that she understood the difficulty of their performances.

      So Kitty contracted her entire core and stopped—completely still in a right angle, toes pointed at the floor like a ballerina – three inches above it. Somehow it was timed perfectly with one of the pauses in the never-ending song and the cheers that roared through the tent could probably be heard across the water.

      “Kitty Peters everyone,” Calvin said with that husky voice of his, putting down his guitar. “She has the grace and skill any one of us do. Thank you for your performance.”

      Slowly she let herself inch to the floor until her feet finally made contact. Kitty breathed deep, making sure to control it so she didn’t sound super out of breath.

      Grabbing the microphone she grinned. “Who’s as surprised as I am that I didn’t fall?” They all laughed as she’d hoped they would and Kitty gave them a tiny bow.

      When she stood, Calvin was standing right in front of her with a small smile on his face. Had she ever seen him smile before? It was hard to remember when he was normally so grouchy. “Am I allowed to put my dress back on?” she asked, holding out her hand.

      Calvin held the cable-knit sweater and eyed it for a moment. “What if I said no?”

      “I would freeze to death.” Kitty took a step closer to him, barely noticing when other performers started dancing around the pole as the music continued – going on forever in a primal song that spoke to that wild place inside her. “And everyone would keep staring at my ass.”

      He chuckled and slipped a finger in the side of her black underwear, using it to tug her forward. “I suppose we can’t have that.”

      Taking the dress from him, Kitty couldn’t help but smirk. Calvin was in a good mood and she definitely wanted to take advantage of it. She slipped the dress on over her head and decided to forget the tights.

      “And you don’t plan on putting a shirt on?” she asked, adjusting the long sleeves so they covered her hands.

      Calvin tugged the hem of her dress down over her ass, looking her up and down as he did so. “Why would I when you keep looking at me like that?”

      Christ, having Calvin say that shit made the temptation even worse. Obviously he wanted her to look at him. Did he want her to touch him too?

      Then his smile widened ever so slightly and he brushed back the hair that had to be sticking up after putting her sweater back on. Kitty looked for Laura in a panic and the witch snapped her fingers, instantly fixing the static frizz.

      Calvin glanced over at Laura who was now staring at the ceiling of the tent like it held all the secrets of the universe. “I’m glad you two are friends,” he told her, putting his hands on her waist. “You’re hair looked fine before, but I’m flattered you care what I think.”

      Kitty wanted to smack her forehead. It had been years since the last time she’d flirted with someone she wasn’t already dating. It made her feel like a total noob. “Well, you know…” she trailed off, trying to think of something witty to say, but she just panicked. “I should go make sure she’s all good. Since we’re friends now, and all that.”

      His eyes twinkled at her and she wanted to smack him for silently laughing at her, but Calvin just nodded and released her. Kitty cursed herself for being so stupid and ruining the moment. Turning back to Laura she smoothed her dress.

      Catching her hand before she could walk away Calvin pulled her back hard enough she slammed into his chest. Kitty looked up in surprise and the desire she saw in his gaze left her breathless. “Tell her you’re going to join me for a dance,” he growled into her ear.

      The way he said it – there was no room for argument.

      “Yeah,” she agreed – the word practically a whisper. “I’ll uh, do that.”

      Calvin released her with a smoldering grin and Kitty practically ran over to Laura.

      “What did he say?” Laura asked, glancing over Kitty’s shoulder at the Alpha behind her.

      “He wants to dance.” Kitty begged with her eyes and already the witch was shaking her head. “Ask the hottie and come join me? I’m really fucking nervous about this – especially since you failed as a bestie and didn’t tell me I was supposed to perform for everyone.”

      Kitty pinched Laura’s arm when the witch planted her hands on her hips like she was going to argue.

      “Please,” Kitty said, stressing the word as hard as she could. “I know he’ll say yes. I refuse to be the only couple out there for everyone to gawk at. If you come dance others will too.”

      Laura sighed through her nose and gave Kitty a look that said ‘you owe me.’ “All right fine, but what if he turns me down?”

      “He won’t.” Kitty dragged Laura through the crowd and then pushed her towards him.

      The witch stuttered and then looked back at Kitty. She gave her two thumbs up and waited for the guy to smile and nod and take Laura’s hand before weaving her way back through the crowd to Calvin.

      She didn’t want to wait too long and have him come hunting her. Kitty paused and considered that thought. Well, maybe she did.

      Then he found her and Calvin grabbed her hand, yanking her to him as the music swelled and changed once more. “You came back,” he murmured into her hair, wrapping an arm around her waist to keep her pressed closed.

      “Of course I came back,” she said. “I said I would.”

      Calvin smiled at that and it made her heart flutter.

      Kitty had no idea the Alpha could be such a flirt.

      Or how much she would like it.
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      Calvin hadn’t expected to be so drawn to Kitty. He’d noticed it earlier when his lion had nearly taken over and ripped that lawyer to shreds. Then he’d watched her in the crowd during the performances.

      Everything about her was electric.

      Then that fucking dance.

      He hadn’t seen the one Damien had – but his Third wouldn’t shut up about it, or how perfect she would be for the Cirque de Nuit. And seeing her skill just now…Damien had been right. She wasn’t just good – she was perfect.

      Even though she was human she had magic. It was in her personality – in the way she moved and talked and in everything she did. Watching her peel off that dress and perform moves that most of his troupe couldn’t even manage had him nearly stumbling in the music.

      The only ones who had heard his slip up had been Adam and Damien. And the latter had given him a look that said I told you so.

      Yes, he had. And now all Calvin wanted was for Kitty to choose them and the circus.

      But it wasn’t that easy. It was never that easy. He didn’t have the luxury of following her anywhere she wanted to go.

      Sometimes he hated the circus and all its obligations.

      Then her hands ran up his chest and every thought went right out of his head. “You’re a good dancer,” Kitty told him. “I wasn’t sure you actually knew how.”

      Calvin raised an eyebrow at her and then looked over her head at Laura who was dancing with Paul. The witch…he’d felt guilty ever since she’d come back from university. Their past was all mixed up in the present and even though it was a huge mess he was glad she’d made friends with Kitty – he was relieved she had pushed Laura into reaching out, in making connections with their family again.

      What would happen if Kitty decided to leave?

      She’d only been there for a short time, but already Calvin could see his world crumbling when she left.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      He looked back down into those enigmatic eyes of hers. Kitty was attuned to a lot more than she let on too. “I’m just happy Laura is having fun,” he said. “Coming back to the circus from the outside world can be hard sometimes. It’s why we usually have two or three doctors, but…well, her partner didn’t want to leave and we aren’t supposed to force anyone.”

      Kitty followed his steps easily, a simple little rumba his mother had taught him. “Who was her partner?”

      “Her sister.”

      Calvin was surprised when Kitty didn’t instantly ask him a hundred more questions.

      Instead she said, “That explains a lot.”

      Laura was pissed off all the time for a lot of reasons. But this was definitely the biggest one. “Yes, it does. Not just that, but her sister just found out she’s mated to a wolf here in Portland. The whole thing is a disaster.”

      Calvin decided he didn’t want to talk about Laura anymore. “Do you have any siblings?” he asked.

      The song paused and Kitty made the motion of drinking. “I’m dying of thirst.”

      Laughing, he pulled her off the dance floor and grabbed a bottle of water from one of the coolers. Cracking it open for her he held it out, wondering if she would answer his question.

      “I have one,” she said after a long drink. “He was born when I was ten. So we aren’t very close, but I still think he’s amazing.”

      It wasn’t hard to hear the disappointment in her voice. He didn’t have to be a shifter to know the subject bothered her too.

      Kitty looked back over at Damien and Adam. “So does everyone’s family stay here in the circus?”

      When was the last time he’d had to explain any of this to anyone? Most in his generation had already mated up if their mates were born here in the circus. The others…it was one of those things, but no one had asked him to look for their mates yet.

      And those like Laura – the witches and demons and vampires kept to themselves. None of them mated unless paired with a shifter so…it was a miracle they all managed to coexist. It was part of their contracts though, and the magic was as binding as the mate bond tunneling its way through his heart.

      “Come sit with me,” Calvin said, grabbing a seat near the band and tugging Kitty onto his lap.

      This way his Second and Third could still see her and she could see them. It made him smile to see how openly she appreciated all three of them.

      “My father used to be Alpha of this pride,” Calvin told her. “He retired a few years ago and handed over duties to me. To make the transition easier he joined the West Coast Pride with my mother and my other two fathers. They’ll come back when there are grandchildren to take care of. But this way my word and rule cannot be questioned. It gives me time to assert my place here.”

      Her lips were parted and Kitty held the water halfway to her mouth like she’d forgotten she was going to take a drink. “That’s amazing,” she murmured. “I love that you guys have all this shit figured out. It’s very…it’s like you have your own culture.”

      The way her brown hair curled over her shoulders in shiny waves reminded him of the chocolate they made. Calvin couldn’t resist touching it. It was as silky and smooth as he’d thought it would be.

      Kitty didn’t blink or push him away, but she took a big swig of water. Calvin smiled again – more than he could remember since he’d been left with the responsibility of the entire circus. She was just…adorable. Self-assured and yet still so nervous about him and the other two.

      “We have had a long time to build this,” he said, pushing the hair behind her shoulder and brushing his fingers across the bare skin of her throat. “The Cirque de Nuit has existed nearly as long as America has.”

      “Really?”

      Her curiosity made him want to tell her everything. It couldn’t hurt honestly. Maybe it would even help her choose before she had to leave.

      Calvin tapped her nose, fascinated by his inability to stop touching her. “Yes. A little after the turn of the 19th century my family arrived from France. We’ve been a traveling circus since my ancestors arrived almost two hundred and fifty years ago.”

      Kitty drank some more water and Calvin breathed in the smell of her sweat still laced with desire, wine, her natural sweet smell, and now curiosity. It was heady. She set down the water bottle and clasped her arms around his neck. Calvin had no idea what she was thinking, or what she was about to say, and he hated how much he liked that.

      He wanted her to stay, but he also felt blindsided by the mate bond.

      Even knowing the general time he’d find her, Calvin had still been shocked by her arrival.

      “Can you speak French?” she asked.

      That made him laugh. “A little, but only because of my grandmother.”

      Kitty perked up at that. “Is she still here?”

      Calvin nodded. “She helps with a lot of the cooking and childcare with the other grandparents. They do easy repairs, concession stands, childcare, and cooking for the families…but none of them are forced to work.”

      “I think I’d like to meet the families,” she said, glancing over at Damien and Adam. “Do you guys have brothers or sisters? There are so many people here and right now I only see the young ones.”

      “Well,” he teased, tightening his fingers on her waist as he tried to ignore how much his lion liked what she was saying – she wanted to meet his pride. “Children can’t really stay up this late to party, and the older ones are in bed early along with the babies. It leaves the rest of us time to ‘burn up our youth’ as they like to say.”

      Kitty turned back to look into his eyes and her fingers toyed with the hair at the nape of his neck. “I’m sorry you had to lose your parents. I understand why, but it also seems unfair when Adam and Damien’s get to stay.”

      No one had ever said that to him. No one in the entire circus would even think to say that because this was just how it was done. But Kitty understood. As an outsider she could see things that they would all miss.

      It made sense to him now why his family had always insisted on taking in outsiders whenever they could. It would keep them in check – remind them of what was real, of the world outside.

      “I miss them,” he admitted, pulling her closer so she was against his chest. The feel of her heartbeat against his settled his lion and he practically purred. “I was a spoiled only child, but I still have Mamie, my grandmother.”

      Kitty looked down at his lips and Calvin didn’t understand why but his breath caught.

      Here she was, getting him to pour out his heart and soul and all he wanted to do was kiss her – taste her.

      “At least you can call them,” she said. “They’re still there for you even if they’re far away.”

      Calvin couldn’t help himself. He reached out and traced her bottom lip, wondering what she would do if he leaned down and nibbled. “Mhm, we’re actually going to see them in a few months since we’re traveling south. They’re just outside San Francisco.”

      Kitty wiggled in his lap and he was suddenly grateful that she was there to cover his hard on. “I’ve never been to San Francisco.”

      The crowd dancing and drinking and playing music in the tent became muffled – like they were in the next room instead of surrounded by it all. Calvin only had eyes and ears for Kitty. She was the only thing in the world worth his focus at the moment.

      It would be the perfect opportunity to tell her all the wonderful things he’d seen and how at times it felt like America was multiple different countries instead of one, how sometimes he planned their tour into Canada and Mexico and all the things they’d see there if she just came with them.

      But Calvin didn’t want to influence her decision. He wanted to know if and when the time came that she’d chosen him and Adam and Damien because she wanted that more than anything – that she would give up Vegas for a traveling circus.

      So instead of talking he took her mouth with his.

      She tasted like cherries and desire – hot life burned in her veins and it suffused every part of her until Calvin felt like she glowed bright enough to cast out the dark. Kitty was pure, undiluted life.

      It didn’t come tamed and obedient. She was wild and carefree and followed her heart and soul wherever it led her. Calvin ate that up as he sucked her bottom lip and then nibbled on the top. She tasted like sunlight.

      Her gasp when he slipped his tongue into her mouth nearly sent him roaring at everyone to get the fuck out so he could flip her onto her back and take her right then and there. But her cold fingers gripped his shoulders, anchoring him.

      Calvin pulled back and studied her face, wondering if he’d overstepped.

      But she was grinning and her blue eyes were twinkling. “I didn’t expect you to be such a good kisser.”

      “Oh?” Calvin raised a brow at that. From what Adam had told him she’d kissed Damien earlier that day. He shoved down the small bit of jealousy he felt thinking about it again. “Better or worse than your last kiss?”

      She blushed like he’d known she would. “Different. Not better or worse.”

      Crafty little thing. Calvin kissed her again, gently—sweetly this time. Any remaining hint of jealousy he felt that Damien had gotten to kiss her first dissipated when she sighed happily into his mouth and he tasted it on his tongue.

      True happiness tasted divine.

      Then Adam tapped her on the shoulder and she looked up at him with a smile as large as the one she’d given Calvin, but she didn’t move from his lap. “Thank you for the doll,” she said. “And hey, you can play the drums.”

      Calvin looked at Adam and raised an eyebrow at his Second. A doll?

      Adam shrugged. I want to keep her. Then he bent down to kiss her cheek and Damien kissed the other side.

      “I didn’t get you anything,” Damien told her. “But I’ll make you those chocolates you like. My mom taught me how years ago.”

      Suddenly Calvin felt completely unprepared. These two were showing him up left and right. It sparked the competitive side of him and he desperately wanted to do something for her. But he had no idea what.

      “You guys are sweet,” Kitty said, turning in his lap so her back was pressed to his chest. “But you really don’t need to do anything for me. You’ve all done so much already.”

      The reminder of why sobered them all immediately and Calvin felt his lip lift in a silent snarl.

      That fucking lawyer on his territory threatening his mate had nearly sent him over the edge. Only Adam knew how truly close he’d been to losing it. “And we’ll make sure you get out of this just fine,” he promised, pressing a kiss to her shoulder. “There’s too much evidence against that prick.”

      She wriggled in his lap – nerves, Calvin could tell by her scent, but it still made him grit his teeth against the sensation. “I was thinking about maybe talking to some of the girls who work there, but I don’t know what good that would do. Not if they need that job.”

      Calvin shared a look with Adam and Damien.

      Kitty had been right about one thing. They couldn’t testify regarding what they’d seen without bringing into question the current whereabouts of the bouncers who had no doubt been reported as missing by now.

      Thank the Fates for having witches in his employ. The moment he’d come back with blood on his hands he’d sent two of them off to make sure nothing could be traced back to him or the Cirque.

      Hopefully those two found out how Matteo and his lawyer had found Kitty. It was probably for the best though. If there had been a warrant out for her arrest and no one had known it would have made her situation a thousand times worse.

      “Don’t worry.” Calvin grabbed a bottle of wine. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “You should come practice with us tomorrow,” Adam said, changing the subject to something more lighthearted. “Even if you decide to go to Vegas, it will help to keep on top of things.”

      “She can stay on top of me as much as she wants,” Damien muttered, taking the bottle from Calvin to pour them all wine.

      Calvin stared at his Third like he’d never seen him before. Someone has it bad.

      Damien shrugged as he handed Calvin a glass. He quirked a smile. Yeah, and I don’t even care.

      That confession from the quietest in the triad made Calvin consider Kitty carefully. Damien of all people was in this one hundred percent. Glancing at Adam, he was pretty sure he was as well. What would they do if Kitty decided to leave? Would they still be able to manage the day to day?

      “Practice sounds like fun,” Kitty said, but her smile was strained. “Adam, will you dance with me?”

      His Second didn’t hesitate. Calvin watched them both go and knew she was in good hands.

      Kitty was something else. He wanted her to have everything she’d ever wanted and everything she’d ever dreamed of.

      Damien sat down on the chair next to him and gave Calvin a long look. “We’ll help her.” It sounded like a promise. “She’ll get free of this.”

      “She will always be free,” Calvin murmured, unable to look away as she ran her hands down Adam’s chest. “If she chooses to leave we’re going to let her go.”

      Kitty may love the circus now. She may be interested in them, but she was untethered and seemed to like it that way. Whether them or their way of life would entice her was something Calvin couldn’t predict. So they had to prepare for the worst.

      She’d grown up human after all.

      His Third grimaced but nodded. “I know. She’d never survive if she felt trapped. Kitty is like a flower…she’ll die without sunlight.”

      And if they weren’t careful she would take their sunlight with her when she left.

      Calvin sighed and decided he needed to talk to Mamie the next chance he got. She would know what to do.
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      The next few days were a blur. It was like…the real world didn’t even exist. Kitty would wake up and join everyone for whatever meal was currently in the mess tent. Then she worked out by herself until Calvin, Adam, or Damien would show up.

      It was never the same guy and never at the same time. She knew they were busy practicing their own routines for the show so it didn’t bother her. After they finished practicing she wouldn’t see them again until after both shows had gone on.

      Those were the weird hours of the day. Sometimes she peeked through the backstage tent to watch, sometimes she hung out in her own tent, or she would end up with Laura – drinking and talking like they’d been best friends forever.

      What was the strangest part of it all was how normal it felt. People didn’t go walking around as lions or tigers during the day. She didn’t see a lot of magic. It didn’t permeate everything like she’d seen in movies or whatever.

      The strangest place though was inside Laura’s tent. Her knickknacks weren’t normal junk. Some of it was enchanted and some of it had some purpose or another. But after losing her voice for two hours Kitty didn’t touch anything anymore.

      No matter how shiny or sparkly.

      During the shows sometimes Laura would take her to the edge of the tent city where the families lived. They didn’t like being near the big top where all the noise was because of the babies.

      It felt like a completely different neighborhood and yet, so much the same.

      They had their own meal tent and little bonfire area where people would sit and talk. There was a tent as large as the mess tent that was a playroom for all the kids and babies. Grandmas and moms would chat and talk – taking turns getting some time away from the tiny heathens.

      Kitty loved the family area.

      It was everything she’d ever wanted in one place and they all treated her like she was one of them. It made baking pies when she hated cooking easy. It made smiling easy. Kitty couldn’t remember ever spending this much time with her parents.

      They had loved her, but like every other lower middle class family they worked all the time to make sure she had food and clothes and school supplies…cheerleading expenses had been outrageous. Kitty had always felt guilty about that which is why she’d wanted to help them out.

      Who would have thought her skills as a cheerleader would give her so much to work with? It had paid for her college – it had given her a very lucrative living even if her parents didn’t approve of it. And now…

      Kitty tried not to think of what else it could do for her.

      Right now she just wanted to get through each day. Her court date was in a few weeks and it hung over her like an executioner’s ax. That hearing could change her entire life.

      “Everything okay?” Calvin’s grandmother asked, checking her pasta and then clucking her tongue at how uneven it was. “You make the best dough but can’t seem to make the actual pasta.”

      Kitty sighed and looked down at the uneven pieces – at the ravioli that was bursting at the seams, and the rainbow pasta that just looked like poop now. “I’ve never been a good cook.”

      “Lucky for you we’re French,” Mamie told her, taking the dough and smashing it back into a ball. “Calvin can cook like a professional chef thanks to my lessons. We’ll get you there. In the meantime just keep making your delicious dough.”

      Kitty smiled and grabbed the ingredients. She was pretty sure she was only good at making dough because she got to smash things. It was insanely soothing to knead and pound and smush a few ingredients into submission.

      How had she even gotten to this point in her life? As she studied the tiny woman who looked so young for her age – an eighty-year-old in a forty-year-old body – Kitty wondered how this had happened.

      It felt like she was home.

      The witch was laughing with Paul at the moment around the fire, drinking a beer after already doing her part. She was amazing with children. Who knew?

      Never had Kitty really been close with her family. Everyone was always so busy all the time. Her extended family was out of state so she’d never really gotten to know them and ever since she went off to college she never talked to them. They did a reunion every five years or something, but that was it.

      This? There was nothing in the world like this.

      Calvin, Adam, and Damien had never taken her over here – when they visited with their family she didn’t know, but Laura had been the one to invite her. She’d met the witch’s family including her brother and her controversial sister.

      Then somehow Damien’s parents had caught wind of her presence and had asked her over to their tent for some chili and beer. Adam’s parents showed up at some point and various brothers and sisters and cousins until Mamie had found her.

      Suddenly it was a party – completely different to the party she’d had with the performers and everyone who still worked in the actual circus. Everyone here, they were support and did pretty much anything that could possibly need to be done that didn’t have to do with the performances themselves.

      Mamie made costumes and did their repairs. Others helped with the dishes, or did set up and break down only. Some did the choreography for new routines or acts. They came up with the ideas and managed a lot of the small admin.

      One cousin liked to design the website and do all the digital art. Another did all the photography and planned things like ‘after parties’ or private performances with the performers in certain cities where they could make a lot of money doing something like that.

      Kitty had no idea how they financed everything or how much everyone was paid, but no one seemed to mind.

      It was the weirdest disconnect with the real world she’d ever had. Kitty couldn’t remember the last time she’d checked her phone during the day. She’d set it on the charger at night and made sure she hadn’t missed any texts or calls from her family or the lawyer. Then she left it in her tent. All day and night.

      She didn’t know which duchess was doing what, or what movies were out in theaters, or the latest trending thing on any of her usual social media haunts…

      It was so incredibly liberating.

      “What did you used to do in the circus, Mamie?” Kitty asked as she sprinkled flour.

      Mamie smiled and started twisting the pasta into shapes. “I was a flyer on the trapeze. It was the best twenty years of my life. I still miss it.”

      She was tiny. Kitty imagined she would have been incredibly easy to toss and catch. “Got any advice? Your grandson is trying to talk me into it but it’s terrifying. I’ve only managed the hoop so far.”

      Even that was hit and miss. Her experience on it as an exotic dancer wasn’t the same as what Calvin tried to teach her. Kitty knew she could use hoop skills in a high end strip club. Aerial silks maybe as a private show or for one of the ‘exotic’ nights. Learning something like the trapeze—well, she’d been resistant to that.

      Kitty needed to stay in shape, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to commit to a whole new medium. It would signal so many things she didn’t think she was quite ready for.

      “Advice?” Mamie asked – but it wasn’t a real question. She frowned as she thought. Mamie didn’t pry and Kitty loved that about her. “Well I suppose trapeze is like anything else, ma chérie. You have to trust your partner or partners. But in this, you have to trust them with your life. A garou—a shifter will most likely survive a fall. You will not.”

      Kitty fell into a rhythm kneading the dough, listening to the crackle of the bonfire outside their open tent, Laura’s laughter, and the music that a few of the grandpéres played.

      “Am I the only human here?”

      “No, we have quite a few. You’d be surprised.” Mamie patted her arm and scooped up the pasta to bring to the cooks.

      Mamie was an open book and Kitty loved that she could ask her anything. But they both carefully avoided the subject of Calvin and the mate bond. If she asked a general question about mates then Mamie would tell her anything and everything, but she never pushed for Kitty to make a choice or tried to convince her to accept the bond with Calvin.

      If anything she liked to tell Kitty how stubborn Calvin was as a little cub. It made her smile and laugh and Kitty loved everything about these nights with the family. It made the ache her parents’ rejection had left her with ease as she learned more and more about these people and their life.

      “How is the training going?” Mamie asked when she returned, taking the well-kneaded dough from Kitty.

      Kitty started on another batch, sipping the wine from a glass that never seemed to empty. A few cubs ran past them, lions and tigers both – mothers running after the babies looking harried.

      She smiled.

      The cubs were Kitty’s favorite. She’d jumped the first time a baby tiger had crawled up into her lap though. Everyone had cooed and soon the toddler was asleep, giant paws dangling over Kitty’s legs.

      Nothing in the world was like this and Kitty caught herself wondering if she could ever go back to living a normal life again. How could she continue on with her original path knowing how much was there just under the surface?

      She glanced up to see Mamie’s piercing blue eyes on her. The old woman saw everything. Kitty shrugged, not bothering to lie. Mamie would never bring her doubts and concerns to Calvin. She’d told her the females had to stick together with so many males everywhere.

      “Training could be better,” she finally said. “I love the work, but I don’t feel committed. It makes everything harder than it needs to be.”

      It was also making her mates exasperated. They all knew what she was capable of as a stunt pair or on a pole, so they didn’t understand why she was having such a hard time with the silks and wouldn’t touch the trapeze.

      The silks were amazing, but the wraps were complex and making them look like a part of the choreography was frustrating. It didn’t look effortless when she did it – not like it did with any one of the lions.

      “If you’re not committed don’t bother,” Mamie told her. She didn’t say it in a tone that made Kitty feel defensive. It was just matter of fact. “If your heart isn’t in it, there will be accidents.”

      “Has anyone ever died?” she asked.

      It was a taboo subject. They all considered it bad luck – the performers. But Mamie was the head of the circus family. If anyone would tell Kitty it would be her.

      Mamie glanced over her shoulder like someone might overhear them, and to be fair with shifters everywhere they might. Then she leaned forward, her hands still twisting the dough. “A few, but there was a time when I was just starting my career…well, others wanted what we had so they cursed us.”

      Her mouth dropped open and Kitty couldn’t imagine what that would have been like – to live through that. “What happened?”

      Mamie shrugged and threw the pasta in the bowl before nearly draining her wine glass. Then she got up and poured more, and then filled Kitty’s back to the top. Right, that’s why it never seemed to end.

      “My mates got permission from the Council of Paranormals to retaliate and then took them down. It was a concerted effort though. We had the help of all three of the Head Alphas. It was the first time in history I believe the West Coast, American Plains, and East Coast Prides worked together.”

      That was the other thing that blew Kitty’s mind left and right. There was so much in this world right underneath the humans that just…existed. It was fascinating and she wanted to know everything about it, but so far she only learned what the family told her over the bonfire.

      What she liked the most and what made her feel the most welcome was how no one tried to avoid her questions. They loved telling her tales of the circus and Kitty loved to hear them.

      Kitty went back to her pasta dough and considered everything Mamie had told her over the last few days – everything she’d learned from all the people she’d spent time with.

      “Calvin came to me the other day,” Mamie said carefully.

      She froze and didn’t know what to say or do. Kitty had no idea how to have this conversation with his dang grandmother of all people.

      “Don’t be strange, ma chérie. I’m only telling you because of what it was he asked me. He also didn’t tell me not to talk to you on the matter so here we are.” Mamie sipped her wine and watched Kitty, not even bothering to twist the pasta anymore. “If you wish to leave once everything is sorted we will make that happen. My mates are already repairing your car. It will be better than new before we have to leave for the next city. If you wish to go to Vegas, we will give you the money for the trip. Calvin will call in a favor and you can stay with some of our friends there free of charge. But if you want to stay, you are welcome. We always have room for one more.”

      Kitty tossed the finished dough to Mamie and wiped off her hands. “You don’t care about the mate part?”

      The old woman chuckled at that. “I was in your shoes once. I completely understand. So no, ma chérie. I don’t give two damns about the mating. The choice is there for a reason.”

      Out of everyone in the circus, Kitty had connected to Mamie the most – well, other than Laura of course. But Mamie had taken her in like she was one of her own. Something about the woman must have sensed how bereft Kitty was without her own family.

      It was why she kept coming back during the shows. Being here with Mamie gave her an idea of what it would be like to stay.

      And if she stayed she didn’t have to accept the mate bond right away. There was nothing that said she couldn’t explore this first.

      A few months on the road with the circus couldn’t hurt anything, right? She could go with them to the next city and the next. Joining the actual circus and becoming an act wasn’t required. There were a thousand things she could do to earn her keep.

      Kitty had to admit she was learning a lot with Calvin, Adam, and Damien. That would only help her. And the clubs in Vegas were always hiring if you were good enough.

      That is if she didn’t end up in jail for stabbing Matteo with her shoe. She’d left it there at the scene of the crime and everything. There was no way she could say it hadn’t been her. Nope. The whole thing would depend on the self-defense angle.

      Which wasn’t a lie.

      Sighing she drank half her wine and Mamie smiled. “Are you sure you’re not French?” she asked, pouring more into Kitty’s glass.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to get me drunk.” Kitty grinned and drank more, enjoying the warmth it gave her. The giant cable-knit sweater she wore dwarfed her and the black was stained with flour but she didn’t care.

      Kitty wore her favorite fleece-lined leather pants the most. They kept her legs from freezing which was one of those weird problems she’d always had in Washington. No one ever told you how to keep your knees warm when wearing a long jacket and boots.

      “You should enjoy it,” Mamie told her, standing to come around the table. “Us shifters can’t really get drunk unless we really try. So indulge, for me.” The old woman gave her a big bear hug and then started fussing, pulling up Kitty’s thick, neon-pink socks. Mamie patted her boots and then kissed her cheeks. “I’m here if you need anything.”

      Maybe it was the wine or maybe it was the swirling emotions that made her feel so vulnerable, but Kitty felt tears fill her eyes and she couldn’t blink them back as she threw her arms around Mamie’s neck. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I don’t know what I would do if I didn’t have you and Laura to keep me company while they’re working.”

      Mamie muttered in French and patted Kitty’s cheek harder than necessary. “Go join your friend and don’t fall in the fire.”

      Kitty laughed and kissed the old woman’s cheek. She wiped the tears from her face and remembered to grab her wine glass. “Just so we’re clear I’m not sure that’s something I can promise.”

      Laughing, Mamie smacked her ass as she ran out of the tent to join Laura around the bonfire.

      The witch looked up when she heard her approach. Kitty saw Laura’s hand in Paul’s and felt her heart swell for her friend. Things were going so well. And she was enjoying herself more than she’d ever thought possible.

      Which meant of course that her bad luck was probably going to rear its ugly head soon.

      Kitty shoved that thought down hard and took the folding chair next to Laura, content to spend all night there. The heat of the bonfire warmed her skin and she wiggled down, stretching her legs out.

      If she made it through this lawsuit, Kitty decided she would stay for a while and see everything the circus had to offer before she made a permanent decision. This wasn’t something she was ready to give up just yet.
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      “I heard you’ve been hanging out over here,” Adam said, walking up to the bonfire with two steaming bowls of pasta. “Have you been enjoying yourself?”

      Kitty nodded, surprised to see him. It was still pretty early. “What about the show?”

      He shrugged, took the seat next to hers, and then handed her the second bowl. “I have time between my act in the first one and my act in the second one. I wanted to come over and eat and say hi to the fam. It’s hard to get over here with our schedules being so different.”

      Taking the bowl from him she watched as he took a bite. When he closed his eyes in bliss Kitty smiled. “I helped make the pasta with Mamie.”

      Adam’s eyes widened in surprise. “She taught you her dough recipe?”

      She took a bite and nodded. Fuck, this was good pasta. It didn’t taste like any pasta she’d ever had before. Fresh food cooked outside somehow always tasted a thousand times better.

      “Holy shit dude. She hasn’t even taught Calvin her dough recipe.”

      Pausing mid-bite she stared at Adam and then glanced over at Laura who nodded in confirmation. “This is a big deal right?”

      “Super big deal,” Adam said, stuffing more pasta in his mouth. “But don’t worry, it just means she likes you best.”

      Laura was laughing at something Paul had said and Kitty suddenly felt awkward. “Best? Out of who?”

      “Out of everyone, including Calvin,” Adam snorted. “You make amazing pasta, by the way.” His crooked smile made her grin and that awkward feeling dissipated knowing he hadn’t meant old girlfriends or something.

      Kitty ate her pasta slowly, enjoying the freezing night air that felt so crisp and clean in her lungs. The real bite of cold was kept at bay by the fire roaring in front of her. Then Adam took her feet and put them in his lap after finishing his food.

      Neither of them said anything and she didn’t feel like she needed to. It was just easy to be with Adam.

      The stars sparkled and Kitty sipped on her wine, keeping that chill buzz that warmed her hands and toes.

      “I’m going to the club tomorrow,” she finally said.

      Adam gave her a look but didn’t say anything.

      “I want to ask if anyone will testify against Matteo. Doubtful, but couldn’t hurt to ask.”

      “Then we’ll go with you,” Adam told her, squeezing her calves in support. “We’re here to help.”

      Kitty smiled into her wine. It was intoxicating to have three hotties practically worshipping her. It didn’t feel gross. It felt…like she’d been missing out all her life. These dudes were hot, caring, kind, complex, funny, and they were there for her no matter what.

      “By the way, I love that your lipstick matches your socks,” Adam told her, removing her feet from his lap. “Now I have to get back to the show, but I hope to see you later.”

      There it was. That flutter in her stomach that came along with the knowledge he wanted to see her. It was a stupid crush all over again and she had it with all three of them.

      Watching Adam head back to the big top she sipped on her wine, eyes on his tight ass until he disappeared into the maze of tents.

      Kitty would feel guilty about it except none of them made her feel weird for reacting this way. She never once felt worried what anyone was thinking of her. It was the most liberating sensation she’d ever had.

      To them and everyone in the circus it was totally normal.

      So no one looked at her weird when she was cuddling with Adam one moment and then kissing Damien the next. They all knew who her mates were and most had mates of their own. Removing the stigma on multiple partners really took a lot of pressure off.

      Right up there with the realization no one here gave two fucks that she was and had been a stripper. In the real world people cared. To normal people it was wrong, or a stupid mistake she’d have to live with the rest of her life. When they found out Kitty liked what she did and had chosen it on purpose – no kids and no drugs as a reason…well, it never went over well.

      ‘Slut’ and ‘whore’ were some of the nicer words they’d called her, which was really ironic since Kitty had never had sex with anyone for money. And she’d slept with the same guy all through high school and college.

      Seriously. There wasn’t anything different from what she did to what a nude model posing for artists did. That was simply more ‘acceptable.’

      Despite knowing all this in her heart, the judgement had hurt. But she’d had her ex-boyfriend being supportive at the time even if he hadn’t understood why she’d chosen that path.

      Her parents had never been able to support her in that choice though. She was an embarrassment to them for choosing what they considered a degrading lifestyle. And they acted like she was doing it just to hurt them when in reality she was just following her heart like they’d always taught her to do.

      Even now, Kitty still planned to help her brother. She would set money aside for him and when he was eighteen he could use it for college or whatever. But her parents…it didn’t matter how they felt about her. Kitty still loved them and she would do whatever she could for them.

      If they didn’t want to accept her money she would give that to her brother too.

      Christ, she missed him and how they used to hang out and play video games. He didn’t know anything about her life now, but sometimes Kitty wondered what her parents had told him. Maybe one day she’d be able to talk to him again.

      “By the way, how are things going?” Laura asked. Paul whispered something then and gave Kitty a nod before leaving to give them some privacy.

      Kitty eyed the witch over the rim of her glass. “The mate crap or my lawsuit?”

      Laura shrugged. “Either, but I was asking about Calvin and Co.”

      Snorting at the nickname Kitty swirled the wine in the glass. Laura was one of the funniest people Kitty knew. And she was even funnier because she wasn’t trying to make anyone laugh.

      Kitty stared into the fire.

      She didn’t really know how things were going though. She was just trying to take everything one day at a time. There was a lot to think about and evaluate and Kitty just didn’t feel like she knew enough to make a life-changing decision.

      There were too many variables.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. It might not even matter if I can’t win the case and end up in jail.” Kitty shrugged like it didn’t matter. But she was terrified. Knowing her luck she’d end up in prison for life or something stupid like that. “I’m trying not to really think about anything.”

      Laura scoffed. “How’s that working out for you?”

      “Obvs not great.” Kitty quirked a smile at the witch. “Got any advice?”

      “I’m not the most powerful witch around,” Laura said slowly. She scooted her chair closer to Kitty’s. “But between me and a few of the others…I don’t think you’re going to end up in jail. Calvin won’t let it happen. He has all of us to call on. Witches, vampires, even a demon. He’s not going to let the humans incarcerate his mate.”

      Her eyebrows went straight up. Kitty hadn’t really thought about it like that. “So you’re saying you can just magic this whole thing away? Then why isn’t that the first fucking option?”

      “We have to follow the human rules and laws. To a point,” Laura told her draining her wine and then taking Kitty’s. “Our biggest rule though? Don’t get caught. Calvin will have Steve wipe memories and simply take you.”

      Kitty didn’t know who the fuck Steve was but it sounded like a great idea.

      The witch then drained her glass too. “Steve is a vamp by the way. Now go find your mates and hang out with them. You’ll never figure out what you actually want until you explore all your options. So, go play.” Laura kicked Kitty’s chair hard enough she nearly fell over.

      The world spun a little but she found her balance before falling into the mud. Kitty blew the witch a kiss and then stumbled around the bonfire back to the big top and the backstage tent.

      And shocker, she managed not to fall into the fire.
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      She’d decided to wait in the backstage tent. Something about hearing the music and watching everyone run in and out during the final show of the night was soothing. Kitty rested on one of the lounge chairs set up in the ‘waiting area.’

      It wasn’t long until she fell asleep wrapped up in the warmth of the tent. Between the heaters and the body warmth it was cozy and delicious.

      And she felt safe.

      “Kitty?” It was Damien by the sound of his voice.

      She opened her eyes, blinking slightly against the light. “Hey,” she said softly, smiling at the concern she could see in his eyes. “I missed you guys.”

      Chuckling, Damien pulled her to her feet, shirtless and sweaty and completely delicious. “We missed you too.”

      “What are you doing back here?” Adam asked as he came in from the main tent, grabbing a towel to wipe down. “I thought for sure I wouldn’t see you until tomorrow.”

      Telling them she was there because a witch had nearly kicked her chair into the fire was probably not the best way to start off. “Did you guys have anything planned tonight?”

      Adam tossed the towel to Damien and the two switched places. Damien wiped down while Adam wrapped his big arms around her, kissing her on the top of the head. It was comfortable between them despite having barely been with the circus for a week.

      But Kitty was one of those who bonded fast. She didn’t see the point in hiding her heart away when there was so much she could enjoy if she just put herself out there.

      It didn’t hurt that these guys were just as into her as she was them, if not more so.

      “Where’s Calvin?” she asked, peering past them to try and see into the main tent.

      “He’s doing his solo act,” Adam explained. “Do you want to wait for him? We could go into one of our tents and play cards or something if you’d rather do that. It can be a bit drafty and loud in here.”

      And just as he finished speaking the crowd went wild. They didn’t all come out and bow when the second show ended. Kitty didn’t really know why, she assumed to make it all more dramatic and mysterious.

      Kitty nodded and took Adam’s hand.

      She followed them through the maze of tents. Even after a few days it was still confusing. Some were marked, but they generally were pretty identical to an outsider. Even the different sizes and shapes didn’t always help her. The doctor’s tent had a flag up high with a red cross symbol though so Kitty usually based her internal map on that.

      The boys chattered about something that had happened in the show and Kitty wrapped her arms around herself, content to just listen. If she stayed would this be what her life was like? Joining them for something fun after the last act, or maybe just seeing them during the day?

      She didn’t know how she felt about that. The schedule difference between the families and the performers made it feel like two very different worlds in one. Which she supposed was why they had grandparents watch the children.

      It made sense that everyone young or in good shape was part of the main circus – the performances or the rigging. It kept them all together, giving them the opportunity to spend time with each other even while working.

      “Kitty, what kind of game would you like to play?” Damien asked, pulling her into one of the larger tents.

      It was almost identical to Calvin’s but also very different. The bed and the furniture were the same. But the blanket looked like something Damien’s grandmother had probably made – purple and blue just like the big top.

      There were a few things on top of his dresser but nothing that really told her anything. Kitty found herself touching everything, trying to find something that would give her more insight to the man who was her ‘mate.’

      The concept of mates was still strange to her, but after being surrounded by it for the last few days it was less weird.

      Kitty still didn’t know how to date a ‘mate.’ And certainly not in the circus. It wasn’t like they could go out to the movies or anything. Well, she supposed they could. Still, it made more sense to simply…spend time together?

      This is what it must have been like before. She snickered, thinking back to Jane Austen and all the walks people went on.

      “What are you laughing about?” Adam asked, wrapping his arms around her from behind. The mirror on top of Damien’s dresser let her see his face and he was breathtaking.

      Kitty turned around and looked up into those blue eyes of his. He was so pretty and nice and funny. Her hands ran up his arms, feeling the corded muscle there. “Just thinking,” she told him. “How about strip poker?”

      Damien’s mouth popped open in surprise and he nearly dropped the table he was setting open. “It’s a little cold for that, don’t you think?”

      It was chilly. “Do you have a heater?”

      Adam stared down at her like he was trying to understand what it was she was thinking. “We do, but it’s still too cold to sit at a table in nothing but our underwear. Would you rather just tell us what you really want?”

      “I think I know what she wants,” Calvin said as he ducked into Damien’s tent. She whirled around and stared open-mouthed at every defined muscle completely exposed in his costume. He was a fucking work of art. Sculptors would weep for the privilege of turning him into marble.

      “And what’s that?” Kitty asked, feeling breathless.

      The clear blue of his eyes burned like the hottest fire. “A taste.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” she asked – her words barely more than a whisper as Calvin slowly approached.

      “I can smell it,” he murmured, eyeing her up and down.

      Kitty couldn’t stop looking at his bare chest. His gaze was so intense and her heart pounded so hard she thought she may actually pass out. “So bossy,” she managed.

      Calvin chuckled at that but didn’t disagree. He grabbed her hand and tugged her forward until she was flush against his chest. “Adam, Damien, are you up for a taste?”

      Both of the other males growled at that but it wasn’t hostile. It was hungry and desperate.

      “I have been waiting for a taste since I first scented her,” Adam practically purred. “Damien, mind if we use your bed to show her what this could be like?”

      Kitty was suddenly feeling like she’d bitten off more than she could chew. These three weren’t fucking around and they wanted to show her a taste? She had no idea what that meant exactly but it made her knees weak and her core burn. She was already pressing her legs together in anticipation even if her body was screaming at her to take them up on the offer.

      “My bed is your bed,” Damien murmured, eyes suddenly gold.

      Like glowing gold.

      Holy shit. She was in deep just like that.

      But Kitty wanted it. She wanted to know what being with three of them at once was like.

      Curiosity killed the Kitty.

      “Time to feed the lions,” Adam murmured.

      “We’ll start slow,” Calvin promised her. “Don’t worry, we’ll take it one step at a time.”

      She crossed the room to the bed and every single one of them eyed her like she was a juicy piece of meat. “You’re in charge of the lions, right Calvin?” she asked as she sat down, feeling vulnerable and exposed.

      Damien sat beside her and Adam knelt before her.

      “I control them, if that’s what you mean,” Calvin murmured, climbing up on the bed behind her. “But they’re not going to hurt you. Quite the opposite actually.”

      Kitty thought her heart would jump right through her chest and run off without her, but she could do this. It wasn't like she'd never had sex before.

      But as Adam took off her boots, slowly and purposefully as he held her gaze – she felt like she had barely understood what sex was like in her previous relationship.

      Especially when Damien lifted her sweater over her head and Calvin wrapped his arm around her middle, pulling her gently against him so she could feel every hard inch of him. And she meant every hard inch. Kitty couldn't help feeling flattered that she was able to turn on and entice these three men.

      They weren't just men though. They were fucking gods worshipping her. If she wasn’t completely positive that she'd never done a recreational drug in her life, she would have thought she was hallucinating this. And if she weren't a little cold she'd say she was dreaming. Because honestly, how could she get so fucking lucky?

      Then her socks came off and Kitty felt the chill of the night air, but she was burning up inside and couldn't really feel it because she was too distracted watching Adam slide his hands up her legs. Damien's hand went around her back while he kissed her neck. Kitty threw her head back and closed her eyes so she could fully enjoy each sensation as it came.

      "Do you like this?" Calvin whispered into her ear, sliding his hand up her arm as he no doubt watched the other two.

      It all made her feel so dirty and delicious. Kitty was already wet and ready just from this alone.

      For some reason she had a feeling this wasn't about sex. They wouldn't take her that far this time and part of her was relieved. The other part wanted to demand they give it to her.

      "I asked you a question," Calvin murmured, wrapping his large, powerful hand around her throat.

      Oh fuck.

      She liked that.

      Barely managing to keep from moaning – the feel of his hand on her neck sent a spark right to her pussy. Kitty swallowed and took a deep breath. "Yeah, I like it a lot," she whispered, gasping as Adam started undoing her pants.

      “You're allowed to say no, or ask us to stop at any time,” Calvin told her. “You can say what you don't like and what you do. If you want us to get better at this you need to help us learn you.”

      Then that large hand of his caressed her throat and reached down to cup her right breast while Damien bent his head to her nipple. Another spike of pleasure made her groan. Kitty couldn’t hold it in anymore. It all felt so good she was losing her damn mind.

      She thought it couldn’t get any better.

      Until Adam pulled down her pants.

      Suddenly she realized what was going to happen. It might be stupid but she honestly hadn’t anticipated them going this far. She thought maybe some heavy petting and serious making out, but this…

      Then he brushed his knuckles over her panties and Kitty was already so tight and needy that her hips bucked and she gasped at that electric sensation.

      “Do you want his mouth on you?” Calvin asked as they both watched Adam’s fingers slide inside her underwear.

      “Fuck she’s wet,” Adam groaned. There was a deep rumble in his chest as his fingers slid over her slick folds.

      Kitty whimpered, wishing he would do more. “I want him to remove my underwear,” she whispered, trying to get into Calvin’s little game.

      Damien moaned and sucked her nipple into his mouth hard. Adam removed her underwear, leaving her completely exposed to him, and anyone who wanted to look could – anyone who walked into the tent without asking if they could come in first.

      Which felt deliciously taboo.

      Calvin was breathing nearly as heavily as she was by the time Adam finally put his mouth on her. It was hot and soft and sweet. Then Damien grabbed her face, kissing her hard and slipping his tongue in her mouth at almost the same exact moment that Adam slid his tongue inside her.

      She gasped, practically sucking the breath from Damien's lungs, lifting her hips, gyrating against Adam’s mouth as all the anticipation and pleasure up to this point had her wild and desperate and needy. Kitty thought she might die if she couldn't find that release. She was wound so tight in her core she might shatter into a million pieces when she finally did come.

      "What do you need?" Calvin asked, holding her against his chest while she writhed.

      Adam was skilled. Like really, really skilled. He slid two fingers inside her, sucking and licking until she was right on the edge. Damien loved on her. He petted and caressed and kissed her breasts, her throat, her mouth.

      And Calvin watched. He whispered sweet nothings into her ear, asking if she liked being worshipped, if she liked the attention they were paying to her, and his hands held her in place – forcing her to withstand the onslaught of pleasure.

      Until her back arched and the pleasure spiked into the most vicious orgasm she’d ever experienced.

      “Good girl,” Calvin murmured.

      Adam slowed down, milking her climax so it seemed to last forever. Kitty reached for Damien, needing his mouth on hers to ease some of the overload from Adam’s touches and Calvin’s bossy demands.

      Those demands did things to her she hadn’t expected. Kitty wasn’t a submissive person, but the way he told her what to do – making sure she felt safe first…

      It melted her.

      Christ on a cracker she was tired and warm and feeling tingly. Kitty had never felt like this before in her life.

      “One step at a time,” Calvin told her, stealing a sweet kiss. “That’s all you get tonight.”
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      “This is the club?” Calvin asked. He looked up at the neon sign with a naked girl on a pole in disgust.

      She nodded, not bothering to verbally respond.

      The thing about most strip clubs was that they all looked trashy and disgusting in the harsh light of day. It was the peeling paint and the neon – the outdated signs and lights that tried to emulate some kind of Broadway theme.

      So for a club that was gross at night? It was positively disgusting during the day.

      Kitty stepped over the pile of cigarette butts, that was from the new bouncer no doubt, and knocked on the door like she had every time she’d come to clock in and get ready. You’d be surprised how many people liked to come in for the lunch buffet.

      The door swung inward and someone peered out like a mole. “Are you new?” she asked.

      Kitty pushed the door open and the girl stumbled. Half of them were on drugs or starving themselves so they were weak as shit. “I’m not new,” she said.

      Then the girl saw who she really was and muttered a few curses under her breath before scurrying into the dressing room. Kitty followed close behind and then stopped just at the dressing room door. Calvin, Adam, and Damien were right behind her of course.

      No doubt this place was setting off every feral instinct they had.

      But she couldn’t let them in. Not if Kitty wanted the girls to trust her.

      “Stay out here,” she warned. “I’ll scream if anything goes sideways.” Slipping her hands into her coat pockets, she touched the cool metal of the small gun she kept with her at all times.

      Well, except at the circus. She left it under her pillow there.

      The dressing room was exactly as she remembered it and Kitty shivered. Even the dent was still in the locker where Matteo had punched it.

      There weren’t as many girls as there were at night, but still, there were about ten of them. Kitty studied them all as they sized her up.

      She decided to just spit it out. “Matteo tried to steal all of my money and then sent his goons after me. They tried to rape me before I got away.”

      No one said anything, but they stopped getting dressed or turned to face her while sitting at their tiny, trashy vanities. Kitty was used to all the skin, but it still felt weird to see them in little costumes. Those costumes were what she liked the least about this gig. It’s why she never wore them – not the themed ones.

      “He’s pressing charges. And I want to take him down.”

      Still nothing, but they didn’t outright ignore her either.

      “If there is a group of us to tell the truth about Matteo they can put him away for a long time. Anyone who’s been forced into prostitution will be able to get a plea deal. I’ve got an excellent lawyer.” Kitty looked each and every one of the girls in the face. She didn’t know all their names. And most of those were just stage names.

      All but one turned back to her vanity.

      Kitty had known this wasn’t going to be easy. But she’d been hoping they would at least talk to her.

      “What’s in it for us?” the blonde asked.

      It had been an interesting discussion, but Calvin had agreed. After all, this is what they did. “I have a place that will take in anyone who needs it. They’ll help us get back on our feet. Give us real options.”

      The blonde snorted and went back to doing her exotic makeup. She was one of the few like Kitty who were too good for this place. Trying to make it through a few bad weeks to find somewhere better.

      Her dances were amazing and she always wore something fantastical. It looked like she would be some kind of mermaid today with a shell crown and everything.

      “It’s true,” Kitty told her. “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t.”

      The blonde finished making scales on her neck with some eyeshadow and fishnet. Clever. Then she turned back around to face Kitty. “None of us are here because we want to be. And if there were people or places like you mentioned, we wouldn’t still be here.”

      Kitty let her heels click loudly against the tile, getting everyone’s attention. Then she sat next to the girl and just studied her. “You know how dangerous it is for me to be back here. I stabbed him after all.”

      A brunette came up and smiled slightly, crossing her arms defensively over her chest to cover up the tacky heart pasties. “Is it true that it was with one of your heels?”

      Kitty grinned. “It was six inches and at least half of it went into his neck. I’m surprised he even survived, but you know how cockroaches are.”

      The blonde eyed her for a moment. What was the most telling was how no one seemed to think any of this was abnormal. “Good,” she said. “Serves him right to get stabbed by a stripper heel. Too bad he didn’t die.”

      She knew then that if anyone would help her get the lemmings to follow it would be this girl. “You don’t belong here,” Kitty whispered. “Help me and I’ll help you. Those guys who came with me? They travel around the country and help people like us. They have the money and manpower to do it. It’s where I got my lawyer from.”

      The blonde set down her makeup brush and looked into Kitty’s eyes with a frown on her gorgeous face that still somehow looked so young. This one didn’t do drugs then. At least nothing hardcore.

      “Are you blowing them?”

      Kitty blinked. Fair question. And she was kind of. But not for the reason this girl was thinking. “Yes, but only because I really like them and they’re super hot.”

      A few girls tittered at that.

      “I was with them for almost a week though and no one made a move except me. They’re the traveling circus over at the waterfront. Apparently this is what they do. And without them I’d most likely be dead.”

      Not from the rape, but probably from ending up in the snow all night long. Kitty knew how lucky she was. Now she wanted to return the favor if she could.

      The blonde still looked skeptical. “Kitty, right? Is that your stage name?”

      She grinned. “Nope that’s my real name. I’m sorry, I don’t remember yours.”

      “Charlie,” the blonde said, sticking her hand out. They shook and some of the tension in the dressing room eased. “That’s my real name too. Though I go by Trixie here.” She waved her hands like a stage performer and struck a pose. “Because I turn tricks.”

      It was a joke, but…not. Kitty didn’t laugh.

      Everyone watched them while they got ready, like rabbits sensing some kind of trap.

      “So, I have nothing against sex workers,” Kitty said. “You do you, but it’s illegal and I’m concerned you didn’t consent. Not really.”

      Charlie had blue-green eyes that looked turquoise. And she didn’t seem to be wearing any contacts either. The girl continued putting makeup on, transforming herself with skill Kitty could never match.

      “As you said, it’s illegal,” Charlie told her. “Admitting I’ve done it could put me in jail.”

      Tapping her nails on the vanity, Kitty wondered how she was going to get these girls to trust her. She really wasn’t here long enough to have friendship to fall back on. She reached into her bra and pulled out some of her cash.

      Carefully she placed it on Charlie’s vanity and the girl stopped, full lips pressed into a thin line at the sight of all the hundreds. “This is the last of my cash,” Kitty whispered. “This is it. I have nothing left except my shitty car. This is enough for a month at a motel. Maybe just enough to get out of here and find something new. It’s not enough for everyone, but for one person…”

      She slid the money to Charlie. Those strange green eyes stared and then flicked up to Kitty’s face. “What’s the catch?”

      Kitty released the money and slipped her hands back into her pockets. “Nothing. I just wanted to prove to you how much I trust them. I wouldn’t hand this over if I didn’t think they would follow through. I trust them to help me out of this mess. And if you can’t…well, I want you to have a way out. I’d give more if I could.”

      Tapping the end of her makeup brush on the vanity over and over Charlie considered the money. “As you said this is enough for one person. That’s it.”

      Nine girls looked away.

      Kitty shrugged. “Yeah, I did.” She pulled out some tickets Calvin had gotten for her and placed those on the table too. “Sell these or come see the show. Either way I understand. But I hope you’ll come so we can chat about the trial and getting you guys out of here.”

      She stood then and left both the money and the tickets on the table.

      No one moved or said anything as Kitty strolled out of the dressing room that brought back some of her worst memories. This place was a death trap for desperate folks. She could feel it in the universe, sucking the energy from people just trying to make it through another day.

      Kitty hoped they would take her up on the offer.

      Calvin, Adam, and Damien were waiting outside the dressing room just as she’d asked. All three of them looked grim. No doubt they’d probably heard everything and Kitty didn’t want to know what they could smell.

      “The problem with calling the cops on places like this,” she told them as she walked as quickly as she could to the door and fresh air. “Is that it hurts the girls more than anyone else. Then they end up without a job and money and desperation makes you do stupid shit.”

      Damien held the door open for her and Kitty stepped outside into the cold, fresh air. Looking up at the sky she had to remind herself that place wasn’t her life anymore. Each step she took to Calvin’s rented car lifted more weight off her chest.

      “That place feels cursed,” Adam muttered. “Like it sucks all the hope from the people who go in there.”

      Glancing back, Kitty wouldn’t be surprised. It wasn’t a feeling she was used to. Her club back home had been classy and clean and respectful.

      “How desperate were you?” Calvin asked, opening the door to his Honda for her.

      Kitty kissed his cheek and stepped in. “Not enough to say yes to prostitution obviously. But most of those girls don’t have that privilege. Watching them all spiral was the hardest part.”

      And no matter how much she’d suffered – how many nights she’d lived off of ramen or 1 dollar tacos she’d still made it through each day without having to sell that part of her. Kitty had known a few call girls in Washington and they were nothing like the girls in this place.

      They made thousands each night because that’s what they wanted to do.

      No one forced them.

      “What if no one agrees?” Adam asked as the rest of them piled into the car.

      Kitty shrugged as Calvin turned the ignition and hot air blasted, warming her suddenly frozen bones. She rested her head on the freezing window and sighed. “I hope they do, but you can’t make someone let you help them.”

      Calvin took her hand and pulled out of the parking lot. “It’ll work out,” he promised. “Either way, we’ll do what we can for them. Even if they don’t agree to testify.”

      Kitty swiped at the tears that leaked from her stupid eyes.

      Sometimes it was hard to believe there were still good people in the world. And she’d managed to find them. That would be something she’d never forget and never take for granted.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, watching as Portland passed them by. “Whatever I can do to help, let me know. I want to.”

      Because she’d made it out alive. Barely. But still. Kitty wasn’t going to abandon those girls who could so easily have been her.
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      It was difficult to concentrate after what he’d seen earlier that day. All the things Adam had been able to sense and smell. His lion was still on edge, barely calm enough to practice let alone train Kitty on the aerial silks.

      His mate had worked in that cesspool.

      Hell was nicer.

      The smell of those girls had turned his stomach. Sickness, desperation, fear, and apathy.

      “Everything okay?” Kitty asked as she properly wrapped one of the silks around her leg.

      Adam kept one hand on her waist to support her and the other on her back, but she was already doing much better than before. “I just can’t stop thinking about those girls and that place. I’ll have to talk to Mamie about our Sanctuary funds and see what we can do.”

      “Some of them are going to need rehab, if they even want it,” Kitty warned him. Then she pulled and started spinning her body, wrapping the silks around her body as she went up and up. When she was about five feet above him she stopped.

      “But I think it’s amazing that you care so much,” she said, dangling upside down.

      Adam stayed underneath his mate, spotting her just in case she slipped. But Kitty had so much natural skill he wasn’t even worried – not now that she seemed to have renewed purpose. She was no longer fighting him, Damien, or Calvin every step of her training.

      He was too nervous to ask her what had changed her mind and potentially ruin things.

      “It’s hard not to care about people who are suffering,” he murmured, watching her do a few little tricks.

      Kitty did a flourish and a flip. Then she climbed higher, wrapping the silks with that sensual way she had. Each time she did it, the moves became less clinical and more natural. It wouldn’t be long before the audience would barely know she was wrapping the silks with each move she made.

      Then Kitty let go completely and as she fell the silks pulled and turned her body. The whole time made it look like a dance until she was yanked to a stop with her nose three inches from the floor in a pose that would have made Adam’s father proud.

      After all he was the one who had brought the aerial silks to the circus.

      “Dammit,” she muttered, flipping to her feet with a practiced air, releasing the silks. “I wanted to get closer to the floor.”

      Adam grinned at that. “Well, let’s just say the audience wouldn’t notice a difference between one inch and three. It was beautiful regardless. Have you been practicing on your own?”

      She hung onto the red silks and smiled at him, twirling around playfully. “Maybe.”

      His heart skipped a beat. “With a spotter?”

      “With Laura as a spotter and with mats.” Kitty stopped her twirling and those blue eyes were full of mischief and fun.

      What had Adam done before she came into their lives?

      “You’re really improving,” Adam told her, grabbing onto the silks to pull her closer. “You could do any of the different aerial skills with how quickly you learn and adapt. And I think you would excel at all of them.”

      Kitty smiled and let him pull her closer and closer until she was barely an inch away. “The three of you are good teachers. And talking with Mamie helped.”

      He wanted to ask what they’d talked about, but he also didn’t want to pry too much. Adam was afraid of how devoted he was to her. It made him second guess everything – every thought and question and conversation he had with her made him wonder if he would scare her off.

      So instead he nuzzled against her, breathing in the smell of her sweat and the mate bond. It was delicious and Adam purred as he rubbed his nose along the line of her jaw. “You smell so good,” he murmured.

      When her breathing hitched his lion rumbled his pleasure.

      Adam dragged his lips over to hers and licked them gently – tasting her.

      Kitty dropped to the floor with a gasp and he caught her, stabilizing her before she could stumble and fall. Then Adam kissed her.

      Sunshine and honey and a hint of flowers – he couldn’t put his finger on which one but she smelled warm and fun. Adam wanted to drown in her scent – to lose himself in this moment with her.

      He wanted to memorize how she wrapped her arms around him so they were closer.

      How she deepened the kiss and tasted him just as much as he tasted her.

      Just in case she decided to leave them.

      One of his brothers had left the circus and this life so Adam was all too aware that it wasn’t for everyone. Not a day went by he didn’t think of Christian and what he was doing.

      When he’d left it had nearly broken Adam. They’d been so close. He didn’t think he could do it again.

      Slowly he released her and then stepped back. Adam blinked the haze of her from his mind and tried to remind himself that he couldn’t claim her no matter how much his teeth ached or his claws begged to spring from his fingers.

      How was he going to survive when she left? Adam couldn’t imagine life without her anymore. Was he supposed to just perform each night for the rest of his life like nothing had happened?

      “Is everything okay?” she asked, frowning when he took another step back.

      Adam shook his head and tried to smile. “It’s fine. You did great today. I should practice my routine with Damien and Calvin.” Maybe they could help talk him off the ledge. They had to be going through something similar right now.

      Kitty stepped toward him and grabbed his hand. “Adam, please. Talk to me. You’re not fine.”

      Sighing, he knew he couldn’t leave now without making things worse. Adam looked up at the rigging for the silks and grabbed one of them. He wrapped it around his arm and gave her a rueful smile. “I was just thinking about having to let you go when the time comes. It wasn’t easy when my brother left, and for some reason I get the feeling it will probably be worse than that when you do.”

      Instantly she looked guilty and sad. “I’m sorry,” she whispered as she shrugged one shoulder in apology.

      Adam forced a smile onto his face. “Don’t feel bad. I wasn’t trying to sway your decision or anything.”

      He should have just lied to her, but he just couldn’t bring himself to deceive his mate. This was not what he’d thought the mate bond would be like. It was a lot deeper and more soul-consuming than he’d ever thought possible.

      The way she studied him made him squirm. Kitty could see right through him and somehow she knew how far he’d fallen for her. “Have you been with anyone else before this?”

      Kitty grabbed the other silk while she waited for his answer and wrapped her arm just like he had his.

      Adam smiled to see it. She was always learning. “I’ve never had a girlfriend or a boyfriend. But there are plenty of people I’ve seen casually, or slept with just the once. It’s strange growing up knowing that someone will be your mate, but not knowing what to do until you find them. It’s a weird limbo.” He started walking backwards, keeping his eyes on hers. “But I wanted experience. I wanted to make sure I was sexually proficient for the day I did finally meet her.”

      Then he winked and ran. Hopefully that would distract her from his momentary lapse.

      Kitty watched him run straight at the bleachers and her eyes widened when he jumped up. Momentum and speed had him soaring over the ground in a circle around her. Adam gave her a playful grin and then reached out with his free hand.

      Would she take it?

      Kitty grinned right back and caught his hand at just the right moment.

      The added weight changed his path into a smaller circle as they stared at each other, spinning faster and faster. Adam released her then and they both went flying, still circling each other but wider than before.

      Adam started climbing up his silk, hand over hand and was pleased to see when she did too. “Stop in the middle and do the wrap we learned today,” he yelled across the space.

      The massive big top was always strange when it was empty. Soon everyone on the aerial arts, tightrope, and any special rigging would be there for dress rehearsal. Adam wanted to see if Kitty could do this before they had an audience.

      He climbed higher and higher until he was at the very top where both of the silks were tied. A little bit of maneuvering and he had her swinging in the direction he needed. “Get ready to grab hold,” he warned.

      Then Adam slid down the silk and reached out. Her hand was exactly where he needed it to be and she caught him, sending them in a new direction once more.

      “Do you trust me?” he asked as she hung upside down just above him. Adam was already wrapping his silk around his legs as they flew.

      Kitty nodded.

      “Then let go…now!”

      She did and they both fell together until he hit his anchor and her fall came to a sudden stop, pulling them in another direction, another spin – her toes pointed barely an inch above the ground.

      Kitty laughed and flourished a hand, keeping them connected with just one arm. “That was terrifying!”

      They started slowing down. Adam made sure he was secured and then let go. He reached for her other hand as he held them both with his legs alone. “I would never drop you,” he promised.

      Adam would be there to support her, to catch her, to be the strength she needed when her own failed. Kitty was it for him.

      She took his offered hand and a little tug had her flying up. Instinctually she wrapped her arms around his neck and then posed as he outstretched his own arms. It was one of those pretty ‘look at me’ moments while they flew right over where the audience would be during a performance in one large circle.

      Adam wanted her to stay. Badly. Not only because she was his mate, but because this, here in the big top, performing with her – it felt perfect. It was like he’d been missing something in his performance with Calvin and Damien his whole life.

      And now…Adam was pretty sure he’d found that missing piece.

      “Kiss me,” he whispered as they swung.

      Kitty stared into his eyes and then lifted herself up effortlessly. The show of strength was anything but small, and yet she made it look as easy as breathing. Then she was kissing him and Adam had to concentrate so he didn’t make a rookie mistake.

      Because she consumed him with her taste – with the emotions he could feel through the small thread connecting them. It grew a tiny bit every day.

      Adam grabbed her arms and dropped her down. Kitty shrieked and he couldn’t help but laugh. “Wanna try something stupid and dangerous?” he asked, eyeing the distance from where they were to the floor.

      He released his hold a little on the silks and they slid down until they were only a few feet from the sawdust.

      She gasped when he flexed his thighs and they stopped. Kitty looked up at him again, back arched perfectly, legs posed. “Sure, let’s do something stupid.”

      Oh, that wicked grin.

      “I’m going to toss you right when we pass your silk. Catch it and do something flashy.”

      Her eyes widened and Kitty found the silk. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Adam felt her excitement. He could taste it on the very air. This—this was how he wanted to live every day for the rest of his life. Then he flexed his core and tossed her right at the red fabric dangling from the top of the tent.

      Kitty caught it with her thighs and hands and held on tight. They’d have to work on that. But then she released her legs so she spun in tight circles…then she let go with one hand so she went faster and faster while Adam circled her.

      One little flip and she was back on the fabric, toes pointed down. She would look fabulous with a pair of pointe shoes.

      Kitty put her foot down and stopped completely – flourishing an arm as if there really were an audience watching them.

      She was perfect.
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      With her arm flourished in the air and her heart still pounding Kitty looked up at the spotlight that was right on her. She knew it was just practice but it felt real. It felt like she belonged here in this place with the echo of thousands of people clapping.

      Then Adam grabbed her and pulled her into a hug that nearly crushed her lungs. Kitty laughed and pushed him away – knowing full well that she was only able to because he let her. Adam growled playfully and yanked her forward, kissing her like a drowning man and she was air.

      It took her breath away and made her entire body tingle – still high from the adrenaline.

      “Am I interrupting?” a familiar voice asked. It was cranky and annoyed and very human.

      “Charlie!” Kitty exclaimed, releasing Adam and whirling around to see the girl standing at the entrance to the main tent.

      Charlie looked as pleasant as ever with her arms crossed over her chest, glaring at Kitty. It looked odd with the makeup she still wore. “So am I interrupting?”

      “No, not at all.” Kitty ran up to the other dancer and then stopped dead when she saw it wasn’t just makeup on her face.

      A deep rumble from behind her made Kitty shiver and she glanced over her shoulder to see Adam’s eyes glowing gold. She cleared her throat. “Uh, can you go get Laura? Now?”

      Then he blinked and looked at her, eyes still glowing. Without a word Adam turned and left through the backstage tent.

      Kitty turned her attention back to Charlie, hoping the other dancer hadn’t noticed the weird, but…it was hard to miss with no one else in the tent. “What happened?”

      Charlie shrugged and watched Kitty warily as she approached. “Matteo found out you came to the club and was furious about it. Even with a neck brace on the asshole is still strong as fuck.”

      It was bad too. Blood covered the entire left side of Charlie’s face. The only good thing was that it looked like it came from one cut, not multiple. “And he let you leave?”

      “‘Let’ is a strong word,” Charlie muttered. “He fired me after one of the girls snitched that I’d taken money from you.” She shrugged again like it didn’t matter, but Kitty could see the tears in her eyes. “No good deed right?”

      Well, fuck. Kitty wrapped her arms around Charlie, ignoring how she stiffened, and just held her. This time her bad luck hadn’t affected her – but someone else. Which was so much worse.

      “What happened to the other girls?” Kitty asked, pulling back to inspect the cut.

      “I gave them the tickets. They’ll come or they won’t,” Charlie told her. “I need to sit. I don’t feel so well.”

      “Shit, of course.” There was nowhere to sit except the ground though so Kitty pulled them both down to wait for Laura. “Well, you can’t go back. Do you have anywhere to stay?”

      Charlie blinked back tears and took a deep, shuddering breath. “Not without money. He took what you gave me – said you owed it to him anyway. And I wasn’t feeling up to fighting him for it like you had. I’m sorry.”

      Kitty wished she’d actually killed Matteo. The bastard was a fucking garbage stain who deserved to be washed clean from the world. If she had, then Charlie wouldn’t be here, hurt and bleeding with a concussion.

      “Kitty, what’s wrong?” Laura asked, rushing into the tent. Instantly her friend went into doctor mode at the sight of the blood. “Oh shit. Okay, both of you come with me.” Laura helped Kitty walk Charlie into the tent city where Laura’s hospital tent was.

      No one said anything as they made their way through the tents and thankfully most of the performers were practicing or eating so there weren’t many out and about.

      Calvin was already in the hospital tent and he took Charlie from them, helping her onto one of the beds while Laura went to go wash her hands. Damien came in with one of the cameras next.

      “Charlie, right?” Calvin asked, keeping his voice low and soothing.

      She nodded, eyes a bit wide as she took everything in. Kitty wrapped her arms around herself and watched, feeling totally helpless.

      “We’re going to take pictures of your injuries. Are there any others? If you’re uncomfortable with me, Adam, or Damien let us know. We can leave and let Kitty and Laura handle it if you like.”

      Charlie glanced at Kitty and she nodded in reassurance, remembering how just a little over a week ago this had been her.

      “I don’t care if you’re here,” Charlie said. “I’m not hurt anywhere else except a few bruises and this cut on my face.”

      “You don’t need a rape kit?” Laura asked gently, sitting on the bed beside Charlie, inspecting the wound while Damien took pictures of it.

      Charlie shook her head. “I don’t, but thank you for asking.”

      Once the pictures had been taken Damien walked out, glancing at Kitty sympathetically, Adam hot on his heels. What they were about to do she had no idea, but Kitty felt responsible for Charlie. She wasn’t going to leave.

      “I’m sorry,” Kitty said again. “I should have known better than to give you that money at the club.”

      “Shit happens,” Charlie said. She winced as Laura started cleaning her cut. “I appreciate what you were trying to do.”

      “Do you have a place to stay?” Calvin asked, only looking at Kitty once.

      Charlie looked to Kitty again. “No she doesn’t. She can stay in my tent with me,” Kitty told Calvin. “I can help her get used to things. Well, as much as I can.”

      There was a whole lot of weird that Kitty still didn’t really understand. And she wasn’t even sure Calvin would want to tell Charlie. Would he give her the same choice he did her? Or would he keep her in the dark because Charlie wasn’t his mate?

      Was she someone else’s though?

      Kitty sighed. This was moving faster than she’d anticipated.

      Damien ran back into the hospital tent looking harried. “Kitty, the lawyer wants to talk to you. Ours, I mean. I told her what happened and she needs to start working on the case with you.”

      Fuck, she’d forgotten she still had to do that. Kitty sighed and looked over at Calvin, wondering what he thought of it all.

      “Go,” Calvin said. “Don’t worry, we’ve got this. We’ll take care of her and I’ll have some of the guys bring another bed into your tent.”

      Laura looked up and gave her a grim nod. “It’s not life threatening. She’ll be fine after some food and rest. I won’t even have to stitch it up, just a bit of glue.”

      Or magic glue. Kitty didn’t bother to ask.

      “Kitty,” Charlie called out as she started to leave. “I want to testify against him. Tell your lawyer that.”

      She nodded. Served Matteo right to get put in jail for this. Kitty turned and left with Damien, hoping their lawyer would give her some good news.
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      “There’s quite a bit of evidence against him,” Melissa said, looking through some of the files. “But not for prostitution. Charlie’s testimony will help, but it will be suspect now that he’s actually hurt her. She’ll need to press charges for assault and battery as well. If we could just get one or two others to testify on the matter of prostitution though, we’ll win.”

      She slapped the files closed and brought her gaze to Kitty.

      It was hard not to squirm under that scrutinizing look that made her feel about two feet tall.

      “This isn’t going to be easy,” Melissa told her. “It’s just one of those things. Men like Matteo get away with rape and abuse all the time. It’s all circumstantial. Even those pictures that were taken…they could state it happened anywhere at any time if you don’t have a witness. And sometimes even with a witness…We are getting his hands measured along with a few other men to compare the bruises on your neck.”

      Melissa sighed and started twisting one of her many rings. “I do have a rather high success rate when it comes to rape and abuse cases. We gather evidence as quickly as we can. But there is still a good chance he’ll get away with it. The main goal is making sure you don’t go to jail for defending yourself, okay?”

      Kitty heard a ringing in her ears as the rage trickled through her entire body. The fact that he was most likely going to get away with it…Kitty wanted to try killing him again, this time with a sharper heel. “And nothing will happen to him? He simply continues to prey on other women without repercussions?”

      She wasn’t blaming Melissa. Fucking hell, shit like this happened a lot. But it still rankled every single time it did happen. How could the system fail them so miserably?

      Someone placed a cup of tea in front of her and Kitty wanted to throw it against the wall so it shattered, but there was no wall. Everything was made out of fabric. And even though the mess tent was empty there was a chance she’d hit someone she wasn’t mad at.

      “No one said anything about there being no repercussions,” Damien said quietly.

      He’d brought her tea. Kitty sighed and took a sip, grateful she had a support system now at least.

      “If the human systems fail, it is our job to make sure no one else is hurt again,” Damien told her. “We either notify the Alpha in charge of the territory or take care of it ourselves, and then we still notify the Alpha.”

      Kitty looked from Damien to Melissa and when the lawyer shrugged her shoulder that rage settled into something a bit less volatile. “So he’s not going to get away with it even if I lose?”

      Melissa smiled slightly and shook her head. “No. He’s not.”

      “A few more girls showed up with tickets asking for you.” Damien kissed the top of Kitty’s head and then looked at the lawyer. “Do you have time to talk to them?”

      “Of course.” Melissa started gathering papers and supplies from her leather bag.

      Kitty watched Damien go and wished she understood this world better. A little over a week and there was still so much she didn’t know or understand. She turned back to Melissa and took in the colorful outfit. “Are you a shifter?”

      It might be a rude question in the paranormal world, but she was going to use the ‘human’ excuse for as long as she could until she had a decent footing in this new reality.

      Melissa smiled. “I’m an ocelot shifter. And yes, I handle all the legal shit for the Cirque de Nuit. They paid for my school after all. But I wasn’t raised here.”

      That made Kitty pause. There weren’t many who joined the circus. At least, not that she met. Most seemed born into it. “Do you mind if I ask what happened? What made you stay? You’re not mated are you?”

      The lawyer laughed and made sure her phone was set to record. “Laura was right; you do ask a lot of questions.”

      “Curiosity killed the Kitty.” She shrugged, hoping Melissa would answer anyway. It wasn’t easy to resist asking to see her ocelot form. How cute would that be?

      “I was in a situation a lot like yours,” Melissa said, tapping her pen on the table. “It wasn’t quite the same, but my foster parents were abusing me. I was about sixteen when the Cirque de Nuit came to Chicago. I ran away to the circus and they took me in. The other lawyer, Joe, he helped me get emancipated. Then I worked as a roadie for a while – doing anything that needed to be done while figuring out what I wanted to do next. Joe had done so much for me that I decided I wanted to do that for the next person, and the next.”

      It was a heroic notion. Kitty studied Melissa a little closer. All these people who wanted to help and she just happened to run into them.

      Maybe her epic bad luck was finally coming to an end.

      “Here they are.” Damien had five girls in tow and indicated they should sit at Kitty’s table.

      All five of them looked tired and unhealthy. They also looked frightened. “Thank you for doing this.” Kitty told them. “It means a lot.”

      “Did you mean what you said?” one asked, glancing up at Damien and then back down too quickly to be anything other than fear. “They will help us get out and find a better life?”

      Kitty nodded.

      All five of them sat down. Then a beauty with dark black hair propped her chin on her hand. “What about the others still working for Matteo, the ones who aren’t going to testify?”

      Damien gave Kitty a nod and then left, giving these poor girls a safe space. She assumed that’s why Melissa was helping them with this case and not Joe.

      “If we can get the club shut down for prostitution they’ll be out of a job,” Melissa said. “If all that happens is the charges are waived against Kitty then he will continue to abuse them.”

      No mention of the paranormal justice waiting for Matteo if the human courts failed.

      Something about knowing there were shifter vigilantes in the world looking out for the weak and helpless humans made Kitty feel warm inside. Humans didn’t deserve their help if she were being honest with herself. But…it was such a romantic notion.

      “Do you need anything else from me?” Kitty asked.

      Melissa shook her head and pulled out some other papers to double check whatever.

      Kitty smiled at the dancers willing to take such a big risk for her. “I’m going to make sure everything is set up for you guys. Once you’re done with Melissa, get something to eat right over there on the buffet tables. I’ll come get you when it’s all ready.”

      She stood and went to go look for Calvin. Kitty wasn’t sure she wanted to stay in the Cirque de Nuit forever, but something about returning the favor and helping those who desperately needed it – it spoke to her deep down inside and she knew she wanted to help as many people as she could.

      Maybe Calvin would be okay with keeping her on for a few more months.
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      She woke up and stretched. Kitty rolled over and saw Charlie across her tent in a second bed.

      Right. Charlie was staying with her now.

      The other five girls were sharing two tents after talking to Melissa. They’d watched the show the night before, but Kitty had gone back to Mamie and helped her cook dinner with Laura.

      She’d needed some space to clear her head.

      Every day she spent among the Cirque de Nuit, with Calvin, Adam, and Damien, the more Kitty never wanted to leave. She didn’t blame them. It didn’t feel manipulative, or like they were all pressuring her. No, they were just being themselves and it was trapping her like a bee to honey.

      She wanted to stay and become a part of this amazing family. Watching Mamie and Laura laugh and talk like they didn’t have a weird history only proved it to her more.

      Now there was someone else who’d been in her position.

      The entire circus had been warned there were humans living with them that didn’t know their secret. And Calvin hadn’t told her if they would ever tell them or not, but everyone was being careful. The cubs were in the family area where the girls weren’t allowed. So it kept things private. After all, it was impossible to get the cubs to do anything really.

      Hard to argue with a human toddler, but one that could turn into a giant kitten? Kitty felt bad for the parents. If those cubs were hers they’d be spoiled rotten. She didn’t know how anyone resisted the cuteness.

      Kitty grabbed her shower kit and a clean towel, careful not to wake Charlie who looked like she needed the extra sleep.

      Pausing at the threshold, Kitty wondered if she should write a note. She considered for a moment and knew the other dancer would just be snarky either way, but Kitty would like a note. So she went back to her dresser and scribbled something out.

      It was weird.

      She felt responsible for Charlie, even though she knew she would be fine. Kitty didn’t need to baby her. But Charlie didn’t have mates or a friend in the cirque like Kitty did.

      So she would be there for her.

      Adding a little P.S. on where to find her and who to ask for help, Kitty hoped Charlie would adjust.

      For some reason Kitty really liked her. Something about people with snotty attitudes drew her in. Why, she had no idea. But Laura, Calvin, and Damien were all giant softies under their prickly exteriors. Kitty loved getting past those defenses and finding out who was really underneath.

      The shower tent was set up like the communal showers in college, but again – tents. Kitty loved the open feel, but she also kind of missed walls. If she was going to stay with the circus for a few months, this would be her life.

      Maybe she could convince Calvin to update the cirque and invest in big rigs and trailers. They would be more protected from the elements – AC and heaters and all that. Plumbing to some degree.

      As the lukewarm water ran over her she tried not to shiver. The heaters helped, but it was all a fire hazard in her opinion.

      Even if Calvin did take her suggestions it would be months until everything could be updated, unless he had millions just sitting around. Not just that, it would probably steal some of the old world charm the cirque still had.

      But…well, maybe if the trailers were painted like those old traveling circuses that had been in wagons…

      Kitty hurried her shower along, shivering as the water got colder and colder.

      There had to be a solution for that too. There were some pretty fancy trailers nowadays. And what about magic? Why didn’t they just enchant the water to be forever hot? But what did she know about magic.

      Was money really the reason they hadn’t gone modern? Wouldn’t big rigs over a train give them more opportunities for different locations? But Kitty had never been to a circus until last week. It wasn’t like she’d know the ins and outs of how one worked.

      Cirque du Soleil wasn’t technically a ‘traveling circus’ from what she remembered. They had ‘tours’ like singers and bands.

      But ‘tour’ didn’t sound as romantic.

      Why did she care so much? She wasn’t even sure she wanted to stay.

      Kitty turned off the water and grabbed the towel hanging near one of the heaters, wrapping it tight around herself. Her sandals smacked against the bottom of her feet as she walked to a makeshift vanity across from the showers.

      Studying her reflection in the mirror Kitty realized she couldn’t remember the last time she’d worn her performance makeup and it made her kind of sad. The makeup had always been one of her favorite parts of performing.

      The fantasy on stage was sometimes more real to her than actual life out in the world.

      She decided she was going to do a full face today. It didn’t matter that she was only practicing. The makeup was for her and no one else.

      Quickly she got the basics done and then slipped on her fleece-leggings, boots, and a few sweater layers to keep warm. It was supposed to snow again in a few days and Kitty just didn’t feel mentally prepared for that.

      Then she rushed back to her tent. Thankfully makeup shouldn’t make much noise.

      Charlie was still asleep when she got back and Kitty put away her shower kit and dirty clothes. Reaching under her cot she pulled out the makeup. There was still some time before she needed to eat and then get to the practice area.

      She’d recently learned there were actually practice tents. It made her feel weird about using the big top. But Kitty wanted to get used to the space. A side benefit was no one was in there early in the day.

      All the performers did a dress rehearsal before the show in the big top. But for general practice and workouts they had the practice area. Kitty hadn’t even realized because before lunch the circus was like a ghost town. Only the family area was awake before noon.

      It was weird how her body had adjusted to a daytime schedule so easily. Kitty considered the blank canvas of her face as she started her prep. After being an exotic dancer for over a year and a half Kitty had honestly thought it would take longer to switch over.

      A full face plus eyelashes didn’t take as long as it used to. She was done in fifteen minutes. Kitty left the stuff on her bed instead of putting it away so as to stay as quiet as possible. Then she snuck out and headed to the big top. She’d have time to practice alone before breakfast/lunch.

      Everything was so quiet. Only the sounds of the waterfront and the city filled the space. Every once in a while Kitty could hear the shouts of the children on the other side of the tent city, but otherwise it was like she was the only person in the world.

      Pausing before the promenade she glanced up at the neon sign for the Cirque. It was purple and blue like the tent, but at night it was like it glittered with a thousand colors – some of them not of this world. Kitty was almost positive it was enchanted.

      Then she stepped into the dark tent and breathed in the smell of stale popcorn, a hint of the chocolate they sold, and the sawdust on the floor. Every night it was cleaned and replaced. Every night the big top was put back to the way it was – like nothing had ever happened, like they hadn’t done magic in this place.

      But she could feel it still as she stepped forward – the echoes of millions of shows, millions of audiences clapping and gasping in fear and delight. Kitty thought she could hear the flap of the birds’ wings from the magic shows, the roar of the lions and tigers, and knives thudding into wood.

      Kitty breathed in the magic and looked up. The trapeze wasn’t set up, but it was up there, ready to be used if she felt like making that happen. It taunted her.

      Ignoring the trapeze, and the silks that made her blood boil as she remembered the romantic impromptu performance with Adam, she went right to the hoop. Kitty considered the rope for a moment, but decided she didn’t feel like rope burn today.

      The prep to set up a new aerial prop was second nature now. It had barely been two weeks and she already felt at home, familiar, and conflicted. Kitty wanted to stay, but this mate shit was so intense. There was no doubt in her mind the lions would expect her to stay forever, for her to be their mate.

      But it wasn’t just them.

      She would have to commit to the circus and this entire way of life. While she loved it now, would she love it in a year? In three? In ten?

      Had she ever thought this far in advance before? Christ on a cracker, she was only twenty-four. This was heavy shit.

      Kitty pulled out her phone and set it up on the practice speakers. Her favorite playlist came through those Bluetooth speakers and the music instantly settled her, putting her in the right mindset.

      The hoop dangled in the center of the largest ring in the big top. The flaps were all open, letting in the natural sunlight. Otherwise it was dark. Kitty rolled her neck and loosened out her limbs, stretching a little before her warmup.

      Kitty closed her eyes and pictured the moves she would do to warmup, then how she would move into the routine she’d been slowly building with the timing of the music…it should be perfect actually.

      Once that was done maybe she could try a few new tricks she’d looked up on the internet the night before. Kitty had watched videos for hours before falling asleep. She wrapped her hands with one of her flashy fabrics. Better than chalk in her opinion and prettier. Her gymnastics coach hadn’t agreed but he was a cranky, old Russian bastard.

      Stepping forward, she wrapped one hand around the hoop and ran straight toward the bleachers. Then the rope tugged and sent her flying in a large circle. Kitty just let herself feel the air rushing by, eyes closed as she listened to the music.

      All she’d wanted to do her whole life was perform. But she’d also wanted money. For herself yeah, but mainly for her family. Kitty refused to have her baby brother take out student loans when the scholarship was only partial like she’d had to do. That interest rate had nearly drowned her. The only way to pay those off as quickly as possible with her skillset was to strip.

      And it paid so good she didn’t even care that men were ogling her. A body was a body. They weren’t allowed to touch her and that had always been her line. Kitty didn’t even do lap dances. Somehow that had made her even more desirable – off limits.

      Until she’d worked for Matteo. That had been the first time she’d been forced to give one.

      Kitty used her core and pulled her legs up, wrapping them around the hoop and then letting go with her hands right as the music changed. Her fingers were positioned perfectly, the way her ballet instructor had beat into her, arms perfectly placed and back arched.

      When she opened her eyes again to go into the next trick she saw Calvin in the center of the biggest ring, watching her with his arms crossed over his chest. He may look cranky and annoyed but she’d learned to find that sparkle in his eyes.

      He had no intention of stopping her even though she hadn’t set up any mats and wasn’t technically being as safe as she could. That’s why the practice tents were set up. But Kitty wasn’t ready for anyone else to see her practice.

      Not yet. Not when it would mean something more to them than it did to her.

      Pushing away her thoughts she focused on the song and the routine she was building.

      The next three moves flowed easily. It was nothing to use the slowing momentum to tighten and speed up the turning of the hoop until she was a spinning top, toes pointed and touching the ground to anchor her.

      It would be easy to add moves to this part if she had someone in rigging to pull the hoop up and down. But for now she had to work with what she had.

      And what she had was physics. Gravity could be used to slow her down in just the right way, speed as well. Knowing how the hoop would react and the rope it was tied to was part of her art. It was like knowing what your body could do in the air – what it needed to get it to flip over four times and then land on your feet.

      Kitty knew if she moved her legs out in a front split it would slow her down, then she could position her legs at angles to look more dramatic, release the hoop with one hand and pose. Then pull herself up until she was sitting in the hoop, still spinning like a bird in a cage might.

      She swung on it like a child on a swing, smiling at Calvin who was now right in front of her. “There’s more but you’re in my way.”

      His lips twitched like he wanted to smile, but Calvin remained stern. “You know you’re human right?”

      “Of course.” She’d carefully measured the length she needed so that when she hung upside down from the hoop she wouldn’t smack her head on the ground. “What about it? Are you looking to change my status?”

      There was a flicker in those jade-green eyes that made her pause. Was that something Calvin actually wanted?

      Kitty stopped swinging and let herself slow down so she was sitting on the hoop a few feet above the ground. “How does that even work anyway? Weren’t you born a lion shifter?”

      Calvin finally gave her a small smile and stepped forward. “Yes, most of us are born as what we are. But mates aren’t always shifters. Anything other than a human or a hunter can’t change though.”

      His large hands grabbed either side of the hoop and he leaned over her so that Kitty had to look up at him. She felt surrounded and protected – wanted by him. It made her shiver in anticipation. Calvin was more aggressive than the other two, and Kitty hadn’t realized she’d be into that kind of thing.

      He smiled down at her. “Once we’ve accepted a mate bond, there is something called a claiming. The three of us bite our mate during sex. It sounds painful but it’s not so bad. Our teeth shift so they’re sharp. A bite will change a human into a shifter.”

      Whoa. That was a huge fucking deal. “What if I don’t want to be a shifter?”

      Calvin shrugged like it was no big deal. He didn’t seem upset by her question so maybe it wasn’t actually a big deal. “Some don’t want to become shifters so they don’t. The claiming is put off until they’re ready. Not many choose never to accept a bite, but it can happen.”

      So there was still a choice. “Mamie is a lion, right?”

      He nodded and Calvin pushed her like she was on a swing, catching her again when she came back to him. It made Kitty laugh and instantly broke the tension. Somehow Calvin had known how anxious the claiming had made her.

      And he knew how to bring her out of it – something even her ex hadn’t been able to do despite all their years together. Shifter senses probably.

      “Yes,” Calvin said. “Mamie is a lion, but she was bitten. My grandmother was born a human.”

      Something about that made her feel better. Kitty hadn’t even known Mamie had ever been human. If she did stay with the circus would she blend in as seamlessly as his grandmother?

      “So if you were to claim me,” Kitty drawled, wrapping her legs around Calvin’s waist. “And I turned into a lion, would I have to be a part of the lion show?”

      He laughed at that and leaned down to kiss her.

      Kitty sighed at the taste of him – spicy and warm. Calvin had this wild scent woven underneath the spice that was unlike anything she’d ever smelled before but it spoke to the animal part of her – the part of being a human that remembered living under the starry sky and hunting to survive.

      Calvin pulled back and tapped her nose. “Only if you wanted to. Performing isn’t a requirement for anyone. But most of us love it.”

      And she knew she felt the same exact way. Something about having an audience – it was addicting and intoxicating. It made Kitty feel powerful and alive.

      “You’ve really improved on the hoop and silks,” Calvin murmured, watching her closely.

      How did he always know when she dove deep into her thoughts? Was that a mate thing?

      “Have you thought any more about trying the trapeze?” he asked.

      Kitty looked up at where it was high above her. “Why is this so important to you?” She sighed. “Let’s say I stayed, hypothetically, why couldn’t I have my own act? Or one with the silks or the hoop?”

      This was a point he’d brought up a few times now. Calvin was never pushy about it, but she could sense he wanted to see her try, and she didn’t know how she felt about that yet. She wasn’t even mad, just curious.

      “You could.” Calvin shrugged and released the hoop so she was swinging once more. “You could do whatever you wanted. But I think it would be fun. You excel at the hoop and the silks after so little time – and I like to have options. Maybe I’d rather catch you than Adam five years from now.”

      Kitty stopped the swinging of the hoop with one toe and considered him. “I’ll think about it.”

      Five years from now? That was quite a bit of thinking into the future.

      “Could you tell me something?” she asked.

      “Sure.” Calvin smiled and pushed her again, like a kid on a swing. “What do you want to know?”

      “Why do you want me to stay, other than the fact that I’m your mate?”

      The question took him by surprise. Calvin didn’t catch her on the way back and she nearly kicked him in the nuts. “Why do I want you to stay?” he repeated.

      Kitty nodded and let her toe drag in the sawdust to slow down. “Yeah, why me? What makes you like me enough to consider our lives years into the future? We barely know each other.”

      The way his eyes glittered with that strange glow told Kitty she’d hit a nerve. “Because you are exactly what I need,” Calvin murmured, stepping forward to grip the metal hoop again. “You’re fun and just so…alive. I’ve never met anyone who could make me laugh quite like you. And Kitty? You’ve got the biggest heart. It…it makes me want to be a better man – better for the world, but also for you.”

      Her heart pounded as she looked up into those gold eyes and just…knew. Kitty knew she was falling head over heels for these lions.

      And for the first time since arriving at the Cirque de Nuit – she didn’t feel like she needed a safety net.
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      Kitty slid off the hoop and wrapped her arms around Calvin, feeling her need grow as she stared into those golden eyes. She already knew she wanted to stay, but for how long was now the question.

      Was she going to give up whatever they had between all of them because of a little fear?

      She had never felt anything like this with anyone, let alone with three people. How was she going to go back into the human world with its dull, lifeless existence while knowing this was here?

      While knowing she had mates like Calvin, Damien, and Adam.

      “And what happens if I decide the circus life isn’t for me and I want to leave?” she asked, toying with the hair at the nape of his neck.

      “Then you are free to go,” he said with a sad smile. Calvin reached out and tucked a stray piece of her hair behind her ear. “You should register with a pack or pride though in the area you’re planning to stay in so you’ll be protected. A human in the paranormal world needs protection. You could even register with the Cirque de Nuit and use the nomad rights we were granted. To maintain status you usually just need to attend meetings.”

      Kitty hadn’t thought that far ahead though she supposed that made sense. “And you’d just let me go? Even though you want me to stay?” This was the part she had a hard time believing. If they truly felt what they said they felt for her, why let her go? “I don’t understand how you could let someone you care about just leave without fighting for them.”

      It was something she’d always been told. If they loved you they would fight for you. Clearly her ex hadn’t loved her enough to stay. And even if he had asked—begged her to come back to Washington with him, Kitty knew she wouldn’t have.

      After all, this was her dream and being in the same city as her parents knowing they would never come visit her or let her see her own brother…

      Leaving had seemed like the only option and Vegas the answer to everything.

      Understanding seemed to fill Calvin’s eyes. “Begging you to stay here for me, Damien, or Adam would be selfish. You would resent us one day and I would never want that. Just so you know…I would leave the circus for you if I could – if that’s what you wanted. I would follow you wherever you wanted to go.”

      Calvin was telling her everything she’d always wanted to hear. He was giving her the unconditional love and acceptance her parents hadn’t. Christ, what did that say about her that she desperately craved someone knowing exactly who she was and being completely okay with that?

      Kitty blinked back the tears in her eyes and tried to smile but it came out wobbly. “You have an obligation to these people and this magical place,” she said, looking up at the massive blue and purple tent that was steeped with generations of memories and magic. “I understand why you can’t, and would never ask you to.”

      This was something she yearned for. But Kitty was also a realist.

      “You’re frowning,” Calvin noted. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you frown.”

      She sighed and rested her forehead against his chest. All she wanted was him right now. Was money really worth the risk of losing what she could have here? Because really, that was all that was holding her back – other than a lawsuit.

      “I was just thinking,” she murmured. “About how I would pay for anything if I stayed. Or if I would even have that opportunity after the court date in a few days. I just don’t know Calvin. I have my baby brother to think about, you know? I want to give him every opportunity my parents gave me.”

      His fingers tightened on her waist and then Calvin took a step back. “Is that what’s bothering you? The money?”

      She looked up into those golden eyes and for some reason Kitty felt guilty. But she was a product of her upbringing and life experience. “If it was just me I wouldn’t really care since everything is taken care of here. But my brother…it’s a cruel world out there right now and I don’t want him to struggle like everyone I know is.”

      No one could find a job that covered expenses and also paid off their student loans unless they were lucky or had connections. Finding a job with healthcare was like a needle in a haystack and even then you didn’t know exactly what kind of healthcare you’d get.

      Even now sometimes she wondered if she got sick, what would happen to her. Kitty didn’t have hundreds of thousands of dollars for medical bills.

      She didn’t want that for her brother – not if she could do anything about it. And Kitty knew her parents didn’t have the money for college. And her brother might not be able to get a scholarship like she did.

      Calvin studied her for a moment and then took her hand. “Let me show you something.” He pulled her with him towards the main entrance and Kitty was so caught off guard she didn’t know what to say or do.

      So she just followed him.

      They only stopped long enough for her to grab her sheepskin boots and oversized sweater on the way out. The sun had melted most of the snow, but it was still freezing and the ground was slushy.

      “Where are you taking me?” Kitty asked as they headed in a direction she’d never been before.

      “I’m taking you to the train,” Calvin explained. “You need to see something.”

      For the first time since that first night, Kitty felt a little nervous. Not because he was a strange man who might hurt her – but because she had no idea what to expect. Kitty loved surprises, but she knew without a doubt Calvin did not.

      So what was he going to show her?

      Then the train tracks came into view and Kitty slowed her walk to a stop, hand slipping out of Calvin’s as she took in the magnificent beast.

      It was old but well kept. The black of the engine shone and glistened under the winter sun. Each car was painted with gold leaf, various blues, purples, and burgundies. It was magic. And each car had a different scene on it depicting the various acts and headliners.

      Some were old with dates next to them, but the paint looked fresh. Others just had ‘Cirque de Nuit’ painted in large letters with that classic old school feel, lions surrounding the logo. Kitty hadn’t anticipated the train cars to be so large.

      Kitty hadn’t really thought about the train. She’d been so mesmerized by the tent city, the families, and the big top that she hadn’t even thought to see this – but now that she had, she knew it was the heart of the Cirque.

      No wonder Calvin hadn’t gotten rid of this.

      “It’s powered with renewable energy,” he explained. “And the train cars are more efficient than they look. Think endless tiny homes. We could stay in them, but a lot of us don’t like being cooped up if we don’t have to. You are right about one thing though, we could do with some modernization when it comes to amenities and such.”

      Calvin went to the first train car and unlocked it. His muscles flexed as he slid the door open. “The first few are for storage. These can be pulled off if we need and placed on the ground. Most can actually. Then we have our business cars.”

      The first few were empty except a few things here and there, but it was well kept, clean, and tidy. Most of it looked like replacement parts. Then she followed him down to the fourth car and Kitty couldn’t believe how long the train stretched on for. It wasn’t a cargo train in length, but it sure could give one a run for its money.

      A small set of stairs popped out when Calvin opened the door to the fourth car. It ended on the ground, the perfect length. Calvin offered her his hand and Kitty took it, not sure how strong those stairs were.

      But Calvin stomped up them just fine.

      She’d never been on a train before, not even a passenger train. There’d just been nowhere she’d needed to go that her parents couldn’t drive her to. Anything farther meant a plane flight.

      This though…

      Looking up at the decorated ceiling, Kitty wondered if there was anything in the world quite like this. A surviving circus that was over two hundred and fifty years old. The history was steeped into every piece of this train. And while it was clean and well kept, the furniture was ancient.

      “Preserving spells on most of what we have keeps it from falling apart,” Calvin explained quietly. “It keeps us connected to our history and where we’ve come from.”

      Kitty nodded, taking in the small space that looked like a waiting room complete with a secretary’s desk.

      “We have this manned during our normal business hours when we’re stopped, but when we’re on the road it’s just for me, Adam, and Damien.” Calvin opened the small door and Kitty followed him into a narrow hallway.

      It opened up where she assumed the small waiting area ended and she had to stop for a moment to take it all in.

      The office was like someone had decorated in the 19th century and they’d kept it just like that for the last hundred years or so.

      Kitty could see where time had touched this place by the pictures carefully framed on the walls – the computers on the desks, but otherwise…

      Wallpaper on the walls was gold and deep purple brocade. There was a tiny chandelier, leather chairs, and mahogany furniture. There were three desks total and a small sitting area where guests could chat she assumed.

      Kitty was entranced and in awe. “Why don’t you guys stay on the train? The tents are so blah.”

      Calvin looked around and shrugged. “We do. But Portland is one of the safest cities for us to be out. It’s been a long winter and they asked if we could set up outside this time. So I agreed.”

      There were pictures going back generations. It looked like every time the mantle was passed on there was a photo. Pictures of the circus decorated the walls, but it wasn’t overwhelming. Just enough to give an idea of how the times had changed.

      “Is this Mamie?” she asked, finding one that didn’t seem too old. Only sixty years ago per the date on the photo.

      Calvin smiled and slipped his hands into the pockets of his sweats. “Yeah. She was the headlining act for a long time – one of the best trapeze artists this circus has ever seen.”

      “She was – and still is – very beautiful,” Kitty said, admiring the crystal on the costume and the way Mamie looked so happy with her arm in the air – three very handsome young men were smiling behind her and Kitty could easily see the faces of Calvin’s grandpéres in them.

      Out of the corner of her eye she watched Calvin go to the largest desk and boot up the computer. Renewable energy. Kitty glanced up and wondered if they had solar panels or something else.

      “Now, let me show you why I brought you here.” Calvin crooked his finger at her, and Kitty felt her curiosity piquing as she went around the desk. “These are how much the tickets go for.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “How do families afford this?”

      Calvin chuckled at that. “We give heavy discounts to people booking with children, but these aren’t the prices for the first show. This is the second – adult show. This is how much the first show is.”

      Far more reasonable in her opinion.

      “We’re sold out for the next year,” he confessed. “I’ve never had to cancel a show, but if I did we would be fine. Then we also make money from selling trinkets, the carnival, etc. Here is our website where we sell any number of things, but specifically our chocolate. Any private shows, or meet and greet parties are triple the adult show price per performer.”

      “This is madness,” she said, studying the graphs he showed her. “But still…”

      Calvin clicked another tab. “Every year we invest a portion of our profit. That is our nest egg.”

      “West Coast Renewable?”

      “That’s the renewable energy company owned by the Alpha of the West Coast Pride,” Calvin explained. “Where my parents are now. He was who we invested in last and we got triple what we put in.”

      Kitty sat down. Everything she’d learned in university whirred through her head as she calculated how long the circus had been running, the kinds of people they had connections with, and all that money…

      “We’re billionaires,” Calvin said quietly. “It gives us the ability to help people, to do what we need to do, to take care of our own, and to train them in whatever they want to be trained in. All of Laura’s schooling was paid for in cash. She still gets a salary just like everyone else, but she’s contracted to stay until another doctor is hired. Then she’s free to stay or go. There are a lot of positions like that. I’m telling you all this so you can see that we have the money to pay everyone a reasonable income. Then you can make an informed decision.”

      Kitty stared at the picture of Mamie in her prime and let the numbers run, the new information, and the connections the Cirque de Nuit had.

      Suddenly Calvin got all flustered and it made Kitty tilt her head and study him. Why in the world was Calvin embarrassed?

      “I’ve never had to explain this to an outsider before.” Calvin ran his hand through his hair and cleared his throat. “I know humans are wary of anything that comes across like communism, but I suppose it’s more like socialism. We take care of everything, and still pay a living wage. Not everyone wants to stay here forever and we want them to be able to make a life wherever they want when they’re ready to go.”

      Kitty arched an eyebrow at that. “What do you consider a living wage?”

      Calvin’s eyes weren’t glowing gold anymore, but the jade-green was just as entrancing. “After taxes and healthcare – which our accountants handle for everyone – they all take home one hundred thousand dollars a year each – regardless of whether they’re a performer or a rigger. Everyone, including me. Any training is paid for by the Cirque but comes along with a contract to ensure we aren’t abandoned without a replacement. We are different in that we pay every three months, after we’ve done taxes for that fiscal quarter.” He shrugged again. “Most save it. Some donate it. I don’t really know. It’s not my place to ask what they do with their money.”

      A hundred thousand dollars after taxes and expenses was more than a living wage, but Kitty knew some families who made that and were still struggling because of healthcare, child care, or any number of things that could create a financial disaster – like a car crash.

      “Sounds like utopia,” she half-joked. “Do you know what I would make doing the same thing in Vegas? If I worked for a circus there – or literally anywhere else? And they would take out room and board.”

      Calvin nodded. “We can’t just take in anyone and almost never have to hold auditions or job interviews. So it’s sustainable for us.”

      It wouldn’t be nearly as much as she would make as a high paid stripper in Vegas but there would be nothing cut from her pay like tips to waitresses and bartenders. She wouldn’t have to pay for an apartment or food or a car. Kitty wouldn’t have to worry about health insurance. And if she was living here what would she need all that money for anyway?

      Not even she could spend that much on makeup and shoes in a year.

      Calvin tapped the desk as he considered her. “I know you want to take care of your brother. What I don’t know is how much you need for your life plans. And it’s not really my business what my employees do with their money, as I’ve said before. This is what you would get if you decided to stay, just like all the others here.”

      “If I did stay, would I have to perform, or could I do something else?” Kitty asked, looking out the window to see the city off in the distance.

      The Alpha of the Cirque de Nuit Pride stood from his desk and slowly walked around it toward her. Kitty didn’t know what to say or do. The way he was looking at her – it was like he was peeling off layer after layer until he could see her bones underneath—what made her who she was.

      What Kitty didn’t expect was for him to get down on his knees before her and gently take her hands in his.

      “Tell me, why are you so afraid of performing?” Those jade-green eyes searched hers and Kitty felt herself crumbling under his scrutiny. “Not that you have to, but you clearly love it. Why avoid it at all costs?”

      All those walls she’d put up since the day she’d left her parents’ house had been slowly eroding here – in this place. It was easy to pretend her strength was never ending out in the real world—that it never wavered even in the face of rapists and pimps and muggers and druggies overdosing…

      Tears filled her eyes and Kitty couldn’t figure out how to respond. “I don’t know,” she finally said, letting Calvin wipe the traitorous tear that spilled down her cheek. “I’m supposed to be a warrior, blazing my own path. Taking what you offer feels weak and like…I didn’t earn it. You’re literally just handing this to me. I didn’t have to work for it. I don’t know…I don’t feel like I deserve the kindness everyone here has offered without asking for anything in return.”

      Calvin pulled her into his arms and didn’t say anything. He just let her cry.

      Kitty had been holding all this back for so long now. She’d shoved it down deep and told herself what didn’t kill her only made her stronger. Every shitty thing over the last two years had only made her stronger.

      And it had. She knew who she was and what she wanted and she knew she could get it.

      But when presented with an easier way…one where she could have real happiness and acceptance…Kitty didn’t feel like she’d earned it. The only reason she was here at all was chance.

      “It’s been a long time since we took in a human,” Calvin murmured into her hair. “We are so disconnected with the modern world in a way. We still have access to the internet and all that, but it’s not the same. I have no concept of what it’s like to struggle like you have.”

      Kitty let him touch her face, and then her hair. She leaned into it, letting Calvin’s strength take over.

      “You deserve anything I could give you and more,” Calvin told her. “You have more than earned your right to enjoy life without having to fight for it tooth and claw. Any job you can do, I will give you. But if you want to perform and want to feel like you earned your place, we can let you audition. Maybe hold a contest?”

      That suggestion made her smile. These lions were so desperate to make her happy, to give her time and space.

      “I may deserve it,” she told him. “But so does anyone else who’s worked as hard as I have. That’s the problem with the world. Hard work means fuck all anymore.”

      “Then maybe you should help us with our charity department.” Calvin smiled. “I think you’d be really good at that. Doesn’t mean you couldn’t perform if that’s what you wanted.”

      For the first time, Kitty thought this was a real, permanent possibility.

      “Tell you what.” She wrapped her arms around Calvin’s neck. “If I don’t go to jail, I’ll stay.”

      His lips twitched in a small smile. Kitty sighed when he kissed her, breathing him in, enjoying the smell and taste of him.

      “You’re not going to jail, ma chérie.”

      For the first time in two years, Kitty felt hope. She felt like…maybe her luck really was turning around.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Damien

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Damien felt like he hadn’t really spent time with Kitty in days and it was wearing on him. She was always around, and occasionally he trained her, but it wasn’t the same. So he’d decided that it was time they officially took her out on a date, and had then planned accordingly.

      “Damien, where are you taking me?” she laughed, stumbling slightly with the blindfold on.

      He made sure she wasn’t going to fall before leading her through the tents. Damien pulled her past the tent city and toward the train. “Just a few more steps—up, there you go.”

      Then they were in Calvin’s private dining car. Damien slid the blindfold from Kitty’s eyes and she gasped when she saw what they’d put together.

      The dining car was just as luxurious as everything else in the train. Deep jewel tones, gold accents, mahogany, glittering lights and chandeliers – it looked like a ritzy dining room and there was a table in the center with four place settings.

      “Would you like to have dinner with us?” he asked Kitty, fingers trailing along her neck and then down her arm.

      She always smelled like a warm summer day in a strawberry field. Damien had never scented anything like it before and it made him feel…carefree and happy.

      Kitty smoothed her dress nervously, but nodded. Damien wasn’t sure what to make of that so he pulled out her chair and studied her. Was she still nervous of the obvious desire she had to stay, or was she worried about something else?

      “Everything all right?” he asked.

      She smiled up at him and it took his breath away for a moment. He’d never seen blue eyes quite as dark as hers before. “I just have a lot on my mind. Melissa came to see me. Two more days until the hearing.”

      Nerves flickered in his stomach. Damien had a bad feeling about the hearing that he couldn’t quite explain. More than anything he didn’t want Kitty having to see her abuser again. He didn’t want her to have to sit there and try to explain why she’d defended herself and how.

      The humans were so barbaric. And they called them monsters.

      “Whatever happens, we won’t let them take you away,” Damien murmured, kissing her cheek before sitting down at his place.

      He’d killed for her before. He would do it again. Without hesitation. That Matteo was still alive was a testament of Damien’s loyalty to Calvin. A few days ago he’d suggested he just take care of the problem.

      But Calvin had rightfully declined the offer. They couldn’t afford an investigation into the Cirque. Damien glanced at Kitty and took her hand, squeezing it just a little. But he still dreamed of removing that monster from the world for her – so she could look at him without that tightness around her eyes.

      Even her smile was dampened. The closer they got to the hearing the quieter Kitty had become. Damien almost couldn’t stand it. It made his lion restless.

      “I made steak,” Adam said as he carried silver platters into the dining car from the kitchen car. “And Calvin made the sides.”

      Kitty’s entire face lit up at the sight of food which made Damien chuckle. He took the bottle of wine and uncorked it as his Alpha and Second set up the food on the white linen. They both kissed Kitty’s cheek and then Adam sat down while Calvin started the record player.

      One of his great aunts had been a world-renowned singer and her sweet voice poured out of the gramophone. It always made Damien feel transported in time to be on this train, listening to this music. He looked at Kitty and easily imagined them in the 19th century, and part of him imagined their families doing this very same thing for their mates over the decades…

      Yeah, he wasn’t as mean as he pretended to be and only Kitty knew his secretly romantic side.

      Even Adam and Calvin didn’t know about the romance books he read, or the romantic comedies he watched sometimes. It was his guilty pleasure. But Damien had always wanted to be exactly what would make his mate happy, whoever she was.

      And Kitty was exactly what he needed – what they all needed.

      “This looks delicious,” Kitty murmured as Calvin passed her a dish. “But don’t you guys have to perform tonight?”

      Adam shrugged. “All of us know at least three other acts so we can have nights off. We picked tonight so we could spend today with you, Kitty.”

      Damien nodded. “We know how hard it can be when you’re not working with the shows. It’s two separate lives – and we wanted to accommodate you today rather than you watching us from the backstage tent.”

      The way she blushed made him smile. Kitty had thought she was being sneaky.

      “It’s hard to hide from lions,” Adam chuckled. “Especially ones who are your mates. We’re attuned to your scent and breath and heartbeat more than anyone else’s on this planet.”

      “Well, I like watching the shows,” she said. “The three of you in the last one is like watching my very own personal porn.”

      Damien choked on his sip of wine. “There is absolutely no sex in our show.”

      Kitty grinned at him and sipped at her own wine. “No, of course not. But the way you move…” She trailed off.

      The heat in her eyes was enough to set his blood boiling.

      So Damien took the next dish and blindly put whatever it was on his plate before passing it to Adam. This date was not going the way he’d planned. It really had been just so they could chat and talk and get closer to each other as a triad.

      Their schedules had made it difficult for all of them to spend time together. They’d each had their time alone with her, but they’d talked about it, and Calvin wanted to remind Kitty they were all in this together.

      He watched as she cut into her steak and then that sinful mouth opened. “Damien told me he slept with you and Laura,” she said.

      It was Calvin’s turn to choke. Damien snickered. At least he wasn’t the only one constantly surprised by what came out of her mouth.

      “Did you really?” Adam asked with a chuckle. “Props man, I didn’t know you had it in you.”

      Damien had been waiting a long time for this moment – years.

      “Well, I was more interested in Calvin than Laura,” Damien confessed.

      Kitty stopped mid-bite to stare at him and Adam simply gaped. The only one who wasn’t surprised was Calvin. The Alpha had a little smirk on his face, but didn’t say anything.

      “Have you guys…since?” Kitty asked. “Is that normal in triads?”

      Damien looked at Adam and shrugged a shoulder. “Only a handful of times. A few years ago we decided to wait for our mate.”

      “Do you love each other?” Kitty asked, setting her fork down.

      “Of course we love each other,” Calvin told her. “Adam, Damien, and I have always been closer than friends. But we don’t love each other like we love you.”

      Silverware clattered and Calvin’s face went carefully blank as he realized what he’d just said out loud.

      Adam studied the Alpha carefully and Kitty just blinked.

      “You love me?” she finally asked.

      Damien’s heart fluttered in nervous anticipation and he glared at Calvin. They’d agreed not to say that shit to her so soon – she was a human after all and there were a thousand other new things she had to get used to.

      The last thing they needed was to scare her off and make this mate thing a thousand times harder.

      “Yes, I love you,” Calvin said, taking her hand. “I’m sorry if that scares you.”

      Damien drained his wine glass and wished he could get drunk like a human.

      But Kitty didn’t let go of Calvin like he thought she might.

      “I don’t expect you to say it back so soon,” Calvin explained. “This all just…is different for the males. My fathers warned me that we fall first and hard. It’s just the way it is.”

      Kitty then looked at Damien and he wanted to look literally anywhere else, but he couldn’t be a coward. So he cleared his throat and met her gaze while he poured more wine.

      “Do you love me, Damien?”

      Called him out just like he knew she would. “Yes,” he said simply.

      “And you, Adam?”

      Adam’s cocky grin was answer enough but he still said, “Ever since you ran your fingers through my mane.”

      Kitty blushed at that and no doubt the memory of Adam’s dick in her face. “I had no idea this would move so fast, but…I can’t say I don’t have strong feelings for you guys. Is it weird that I care about each of you like that?”

      “It’s the norm for us,” Adam said, taking one of her hands and pulling her closer so he could brush his lips across her knuckles. “I’ve always known I would share your attention with these two.”

      Kitty smiled at that and Damien could feel some of the tension in the car ease.

      Somehow that slip up hadn’t scared her off. Still, his stomach was in knots so he drank more wine instead of eating.

      “Have you ever slept with Adam?” Kitty asked him, taking another bite. Her eyes were full of mischievous curiosity and Damien felt desire start to burn under her scrutiny.

      “I haven’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Yeah, why not?” Adam teased. “If I’d known you were into that kind of thing I would have made a pass at you a long time ago.”

      He cleared his throat again and looked to Calvin for help, but his Alpha was smiling which meant he was on his own here.

      “It felt weird without our mate,” Damien murmured, setting the wine glass down. He ran his hand through his hair nervously. “I just needed experience. And if I was shacking up with either of you it would make me look less mean – not something that’s necessarily a good thing for the pride’s enforcer.”

      It was one of those things Calvin’s father had taught him. Being the enforcer for the pride was like…being a cleaner. Whatever dirty work needed to be done, Damien handled it. Calvin’s father had been the enforcer at the time and took it upon himself to train him when he saw the triad beginning to form.

      “The first thing your dad taught me when it came to being the enforcer was that we couldn’t be pushovers, or appear to be the person someone in the pride could come to asking for leniency.”

      Adam and Calvin shared a look. Damien had never told them about this. “He didn’t know if I would be Second or Third, but we both knew you would ask me to be the one to take care of things and Adam would manage whatever needed to be managed just based on personality alone.”

      “Observant for a mean bastard,” Adam murmured.

      “That’s the point,” Damien explained, pushing the food around on his plate. Then he looked at Kitty, the first one to see through his persona. “Calvin’s dad is not a mean bastard.”

      “No,” Calvin agreed. “He’s not. But he can be.”

      The three of them studied each other and Damien felt them all grow closer in that moment. It was a side effect of the mating he hadn’t anticipated. But Kitty had disrupted their monotonous lives in the best way.

      Things they thought they knew about each other and secrets were having light shone on them for the first time in years.

      “So is he your biological father?” Kitty asked, taking another bite.

      He loved her appetite – for food, for life, for information...Damien loved Kitty.

      Yes, he’d said the words but he hadn’t really had a moment to consider it, and how he felt about it.

      Surprise.

      Damien felt surprised that he could love someone so quickly and yet so fiercely. All he wanted to do was protect her from the darkness of the world and give her the light she so desperately craved, just like the flowers always following the sun.

      “My biological father was the Alpha of the pride,” Calvin explained, pushing back his chair. “But all three of my mother’s mates are my dad in my opinion.”

      Kitty considered that and then she looked at Damien with something in her eyes he couldn’t quite decipher.

      “I’ve noticed that the cubs don’t care who their biological father is and who isn’t, though they all seem to know. I find that comforting.” Kitty smiled at him, and Damien’s heart started beating faster.

      “You want kids?” he asked, taking the bait – utterly unable to leave it hanging there.

      All three of them held their breath while she swirled the wine around in her glass, a small smile on her face.

      “One day. But I’ve been thinking of what Calvin offered. There’s no reason I couldn’t perform and help the people in each new city, right?”

      She wanted to stay – he could feel it. And Damien would do anything to make that happen.

      “No reason at all,” Adam said quietly, sharing a look with Calvin.

      She was going to stay.

      “Like I told Calvin, if I don’t go to jail, I’ll join the Cirque.”

      Damien immediately looked to Calvin. Who do I need to kill to make this happen?

      His Alpha didn’t move a muscle but Damien felt the response when he blinked. Matteo, after the trial if he doesn’t comply.

      The asshole wasn’t going to get away with this. He wasn’t going to hurt anyone else either.

      “Do you have some kind of performance in mind?” Adam asked to distract from the silent conversation.

      “Actually I want to audition,” Kitty said quietly. “In front of the entire troupe.”

      Damien felt a deep satisfaction as it seemed each piece was falling into place. He would make sure Kitty would never have to look over her shoulder again.

      “I’m sure it’ll be a unanimous decision to accept you,” Damien said gently, taking her hand in his. “If you need any help let us know.”

      Kitty smiled and shook her head. “Thank you, but I’d like to do this on my own.”

      Damien took a bite of his steak a bit more aggressively than necessary. The Cirque would take Kitty. He had no doubt. And his lion wanted to claim her – to mark her with his scent, to smell Adam’s and Calvin’s on her as well, intertwined with his own.

      “Your eyes are glowing,” Kitty said, and he was pleased to hear she was a little breathless.
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      Damien’s glowing gold eyes took her breath away. Kitty’s head was still swimming with everything they’d revealed to her over dinner. But her body knew, it knew what it wanted and how.

      She shoved down everything and studied Damien.

      Why was knowing that Calvin and Damien had sought comfort in each other so hot? She didn’t know, but Kitty thought it was the most romantic, adorable thing ever in an almost platonic kind of way. It was the true love of a best friend – of someone who really cared about the other person and then also found them attractive.

      Then the tension between Damien and Adam was so thick she could practically taste it. Both of them were interested, she could tell. And Kitty wanted them all. She wanted to know what it would feel like with each of them alone, and then together.

      Why did that make her feel so nervous?

      “My eyes are glowing because I’m hungry,” Damien told her, pushing his chair out just like Calvin had a few moments ago.

      “Hungry?” she asked, feeling her already quick heartbeat speed up. Kitty knew what he was hungry for, but she wanted to hear him say it.

      “Yes, I’m starving,” Damien whispered.

      Then he stood and moved so fast he blurred. When Kitty blinked he was looming over her, hands on the arms of her chair—surrounding her. She looked up into those gorgeous, mysterious, magical gold eyes and wondered what he had planned.

      She gasped when he took her mouth. His lips were soft, but nothing about this kiss was gentle. It felt like a claiming. Like…he just couldn’t hold back anymore.

      When she slipped her tongue into his mouth Damien groaned and his grip on the chair tightened, making the wood creak and crack. He tasted like wine and the cold night air. Damien was wild and sweet and there was this edge to him…part of his mean act wasn’t an act. She knew he would do whatever necessary to keep what was his safe.

      The pride…her.

      His hand moved as he kept kissing her, sliding up her arm and then down, down…Damien gripped the hem of her sweater and pulled it up and over her head until she was in nothing but her bra.

      The sharp inhale from Adam and Calvin brought her crashing back to earth. Both of them had glowing gold eyes, but they sat in their chairs, content to watch as they sipped on their wine.

      Were their teeth sharper than before?

      “Don’t stop on account of us,” Calvin murmured. “I like watching my mate enjoy herself.”

      Kitty shuddered at that, feeling a strange ache as she considered the other two.

      All three of these gorgeous, kind, loving men were her mates. They were hers and she didn’t have to share them. It felt like she’d won the lottery.

      She reached out for Adam with one hand and pulled Damien down with the other, taking control of the kiss this time. Kitty could practically taste the desire on his tongue. The corded muscles of Damien’s arms were straining to keep himself contained.

      Pulling on Adam, she forced him out of his chair and the lion took two steps around the table before standing next to her. Kitty broke the kiss and looked up at Adam – the funny one, the one who always had a minute to help someone else, or to make them feel better, make them laugh.

      She kept pulling until Adam was close enough to kiss. Kitty nibbled on his bottom lip and relished the differences between him and Damien. Where Damien was rough Adam was soft. His kisses were soft and gentle and loving. Kitty sighed and then she gripped the back of both their necks.

      All it took was a little tug to get Damien to join the kiss. Kitty lost herself in the taste of the both of them combined. It was like spicy hot chocolate – delicious.

      Then she pulled away and watched the two of them kiss each other like they’d wanted to their entire lives. And who knows, maybe they had. Kitty smiled. The two of them were adorable but at the same time, she was flustered and wet as she watched.

      Calvin grinned at her over Adam’s shoulder. “That’s one way to get a party started.” He crooked his finger at her and Kitty slid out from her chair, pushing Damien into it.

      Adam fell into his lap – just like Kitty had hoped they would.

      Suddenly she was in Calvin’s lap and his hand was gripping the back of her neck forcefully. His mouth was on hers, tongue sliding into her mouth in a relentless attack that made her feel like she was being devoured.

      And she wanted more of it.

      Kitty groaned, digging her nails into his shoulders as she took that kiss, wondering if this is what it would be like to have sex with Calvin.

      Suddenly he pulled away with a snarl and everyone went completely still.

      “Kitty,” Calvin growled, breathing harsh as he took her in. “I don’t think you know what you’re getting into. Kissing is one thing, what we did before another, but this…we need to stop now.”

      “Or what?” she asked, tilting her head, purposely goading him. She could feel Adam and Damien’s eyes on her like a hot brand as they too waited to hear what Calvin would say.

      “Or I’m going to take you right here with these two watching. Then they’ll get their turn.”

      His words sent a streak of lightning through her entire body and Kitty’s skin tingled in anticipation. “I thought that was a no-no,” she breathed, trying not to squirm and make things worse.

      “It’ll bring us closer. Being apart will be painful until the bond is officially accepted or denied. Sleeping together, making love…that accelerates the process. I just need you to know that. You need to know what you’re getting into.” Calvin buried his face in her neck.

      Kitty considered his words.

      This was going to happen eventually. The longer she stayed with them the closer they would get. While she wasn’t quite ready to accept a permanent mate bond, Kitty knew that’s where all this was headed.

      And it didn’t scare her like it had the first time the process had been explained to her.

      “Calvin, I…” Kitty trailed off, not really knowing what to say. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone before, let alone three of them. I’ve only ever been with one person. I need you guys to know that.”

      “We will be gentle,” Adam promised.

      “One step at a time, remember?” Damien smiled reassuringly at her. “None of us have felt this way before either.”

      She looked back at Calvin and admired the golden glow of his eyes. “Not even you?”

      “No, not even me. There is no one who will ever make me feel the way that I do when I’m with you,” he murmured into her hair, pressing a kiss to her neck. Kitty gasped when his hand trailed down to brush against her thigh. “What do you want, Kitty?”

      She decided right then and there that she wasn’t strong enough to resist them anymore. “I want you to make love to me while they watch,” she practically whispered, shifting so she could lean back against Calvin’s chest.

      Kitty spread her legs apart slowly, maintaining eye contact with Damien and Adam as she reached back to hold Calvin’s neck. He groaned as she rubbed against the hard length of him, begging him without words to touch her where she needed him to.

      The other two were breathing heavily as they watched her watching them. Calvin’s hand slid down her stomach and slipped beneath the waistband of her pants. Damien turned Adam so he was facing Kitty, sitting the same way that she was.

      It was the most erotic thing she’d ever experienced in her life when Calvin touched her, slipping his fingers into her underwear so skin could touch skin. Kitty gasped and then groaned when he went to work, making her writhe on top of him at the sensation of his hand on her.

      Suddenly Adam and Damien’s eyes were glowing so bright she was mesmerized as Calvin stroked her into a frenzy, until she was grinding on top of him, desperate for relief that his hand couldn’t provide. But he refused to take her just yet.

      Kitty felt the pleasure peak and she was so close, but right as she was about to come Calvin stopped and pulled out his hand. He started pulling down her pants and underwear and she eagerly lifted her hips to help him out.

      “I think Adam and Damien would like to see you,” he whispered in her ear, lips tickling her earlobe. “Is that all right with you?”

      Kitty nodded. “Only if I get to see them.”

      Adam started unbuckling his pants. “What do you want to see, sweetheart?”

      Kicking off her boots, she used one toe to pull her pants the rest of the way off. “I’d like to see Damien help you feel good too.” The suggestion made her feel breathless and somehow powerful at the same time.

      Damien smiled and she loved how predatory it was, how Adam nodded as he slid his pants down. All of it was a visual feast and it had her so worked up she nearly came the second Calvin put his hand on her once more.

      “Easy,” he whispered. “Just enjoy it.”

      Kitty moaned when he slid two thick fingers inside her, using his thumb to rub slow circles on her clit. She bucked against his hand, trying to ride him, but Calvin’s arm around her middle flexed – effectively holding her in place.

      But that wasn’t what sent her over the edge.

      Watching Damien wrap his hand around Adam’s thick cock and stroking it did. The precum glistening on Adam’s tip, and the way Damien licked his hand before sliding it up and down…her orgasm started as a shiver, and then her entire body was shuddering and convulsing as she clenched around Calvin’s hand.

      She needed more, so much more.

      Adam came a second later, spurting white cum all over his pants, but Damien kept stroking.

      That was when Calvin lifted her up and set her right against the head of his cock. It pressed against her entrance, sliding through smoothly thanks to how wet she was.

      Kitty closed her eyes and groaned as the sensation of him filling her sent aftershocks of pleasure through her entire body. She pressed back into him, enjoying the way his grip tightened on her hips and how she could hear him growling deep in his throat.

      The sound of Adam and Damien’s murmurs were far away as she rode Calvin, letting him take just enough control she didn’t have to think – she didn’t have to worry about doing it right when he led her through the steps like a pro.

      Suddenly someone’s mouth was on her and she opened her eyes. Kitty stared into Damien’s eyes as he kissed her, clenching around Calvin as he slid his tongue into her mouth. It was warm and wet and delicious and the part of her that was screaming about having two men touching her at the same time only amplified how hot this was.

      Wrapping her arms around Damien’s neck, Kitty pressed back into Calvin and took him as he thrust up, faster and faster. She wanted everything they would give her. Kitty almost couldn’t believe it, but she felt like this was how it was supposed to be between them – all four of them loving each other together.

      The roar when Calvin came made Kitty gasp. Her eyes flew open again to see Adam right behind Damien, kissing his neck. Calvin nibbled her shoulder but didn’t break the skin, and then he pushed her forward into Damien’s arms.

      She was empty again, but not for long as she straddled Damien, feeling how hard he was. It took only seconds for him to free his erection and push inside of her. It made her entire body tingle and she breathed heavily, trying to catch her breath as pleasure spiked once more.

      “I’m going to come again,” she said in surprise, voice breathy and loud in the dining car with only the music playing.

      “Yes,” Damien growled, grinding her against him. The strength it took for him to lift her up and down so he could get that friction they both so desperately needed was impressive and Kitty licked his neck.

      She wanted to devour them.

      Her shout was drowned out by Damien’s growl. Shuddering and holding her tight, Kitty never felt closer to him than she did in that moment as she felt his thundering heartbeat against her chest.

      They took a moment to breathe and Kitty felt like her entire body was alive and tingling. She’d never had two orgasms in the same sex session before. And yet…she kissed Damien and then looked up at Adam.

      “Would it be all right if I had you next?” she asked.

      Something about being with two already had made her brazen and confident. Kitty didn’t feel weird about this despite it being her first time with more than one partner at a time. It just felt right.

      “Sweetheart, I thought you would never ask,” Adam growled. He kissed Damien first and then Kitty, tasting them both on each other’s lips.

      Then suddenly she was on her back and Adam was on top of her. Looking up into his gorgeous gold eyes she just knew…there was no way she could leave the Cirque. Not when these three amazing, wonderful, and kind men were here, completely devoted to her. She would have to be the dumbest chick alive to walk away from this.

      And all she had to do was run away with the circus.

      Lifting her hips to make it easier for him, Kitty gasped as he slowly entered her. They held each other’s gaze as he took her slowly. Each stroke sent waves of aftershocks through her until it no longer felt like post-orgasm bliss, but the start of a new one.

      Again.

      She could barely believe it except her nails were digging into his shoulders and she was urging him on. “Harder, Adam. Take me harder.”

      Calvin appeared beside her, stretched out on the floor as well. He pinched her nipple while Adam’s relentless pace picked up.

      That was all it took.

      She was screaming again, holding on for dear life until that last stroke. Stars filled her vision and all she knew was the sweet words Damien said when he kissed her forehead and nose. When Adam kissed the hollow of her throat before pulling away.

      Kitty didn’t want any of them to leave no matter how tired and sated she was. “When do we get to do that again?” she asked, only a small part of her aware that someone had lifted her up and was now carrying her into a separate car with a massive bed.

      “Whenever you want,” Calvin murmured as he set her down. “But first get some rest. Then maybe we’ll go again. You need to build up stamina for an all-nighter.”

      The male chuckles made her smile. Kitty closed her eyes and snuggled into the massive, comfortable bed. It dipped when Adam, Damien, and Calvin joined her. With their body heat she didn’t feel a bite of cold at all.

      It only took a few seconds before she fell asleep surrounded by all three of them. They were definitely worth running away with the circus for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Kitty

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The last two days were nothing but a blurry sex haze. Calvin, Adam, and Damien had made love to her countless times – in that dining car, in Calvin’s personal train car with his massive bed that went from one side of the car to the other.

      Silk and sheepskin and three warm bodies had kept her warm at night. It had been the happiest two days of her life starting with the moment when Calvin had accidentally let slip that they loved her.

      They loved her.

      It was still a mind blowing concept.

      Reminding herself of that, and that they would take care of her no matter what the outcome of this case would be, was all that kept her from jumping up from the chair of ‘the accused’ and bolting out of the court room.

      She gripped the skirt of her dress in her hands, trying to breathe in and out so she could lower her heart rate. Last thing she needed to do was look guilty. It would undermine everything Melissa had worked for today.

      The hearing had taken all day.

      And now…now the closing statements. Kitty’s hands were shaking and she tried to breathe, tried to tell herself they’d done everything they could. The girls had come to support her and testify. Charlie had given damning details and now Kitty’s own account on the witness stand was over.

      It had been the single most stressful experience of her life. Only Calvin, Adam, and Damien’s presence had kept her from outright sobbing as Matteo’s lawyer barraged her.

      Kitty glanced at Matteo sitting next to his lawyer with a bandage around his neck…smirking. He knew he was going to get away with this. All this…it was just to put her in her place, to show her she couldn’t do shit against him in the real world.

      “Kitty Peters clearly stole money from my client,” his lawyer stated. “She ran away with his cut of the money and he was simply trying to get it back when she attacked him unprovoked. This country is built on the backs of small business owners. Are we really going to let hearsay tarnish my client’s otherwise clean record? Are we going to throw out real assault with the weapon used because a few women say they were forced to have sex? There is no proof of these transactions. Any sex that did happen was most likely at the discretion of the women and had nothing to do with my client.”

      Kitty’s stomach was roiling and she could taste bile. This lawyer was good. He was enigmatic and charismatic. And everything he was saying was true. It was all circumstantial. She had a very bad feeling about this.

      “There is simply no tangible proof of these allegations. And in any case, my client was still attacked. The accused’s insistence that it was in self-defense is simply circumstantial. I hope the jury considers this when deliberating whether a hard-working American business owner will receive justice today.”

      Matteo’s lawyer sat back down, a matching smirk on his face. Kitty wanted to rip them both apart with her bare hands. She wished she’d made a run for it during their last break…

      But this was something she had to deal with. She couldn’t keep running away. Not from something like this. Not when she had too much to gain by staying.

      Then Melissa stood and walked over to the jury. She paused for a moment as she considered them and maybe it was the way she held herself, or the way she tilted her head – maybe they all sensed there was something different about Melissa deep in the animal parts of their brains, but everyone was entranced. Melissa dominated the floor.

      Having everyone’s eyes on her instead of Kitty gave her a moment to catch her breath. The entire trial had been awful, but having to relive what had happened had been a nightmare. That terror she’d felt as she’d hurtled through the club into the freezing night – knowing they would be able to catch up with her because she didn’t have a car and had no safe place to go had come roaring back as details had been scrutinized and questioned.

      Kitty wiped her sweaty palms on her dress.

      But the worst part of it all was that she hoped nothing bad happened to her mates or the Cirque because of this, for trying to help her.

      “Kitty is just a girl trying to make her way in the world,” Melissa began. “She was trying to make an honest living when this man tried to take advantage of her and the power he had over her, like so many in positions of power do. The pictures showing the marks on her body taken right after her run in with Matteo are clearly timestamped. There was simply no time for her to get into any other kind of trouble. There is still a dent in the lockers corroborating her story.”

      Melissa paused and took in each of the jury members. “No, there aren’t videos of the prostitution, or contracts with signatures. But six brave women came up here all telling the same story. Are you going to believe that my client had no good reason for running after trying to be forced into something illegal?”

      The words started to fade into nothing as Kitty took in the expressions on the jury’s faces. That bad feeling only grew worse. She’d known this would be a long shot after finding out Matteo was pressing charges. He had the money and the clout, not to mention he’d kept his books clean of any hint of the shady dealings going on in his club.

      Kitty glanced over her shoulder only once. Calvin and Adam looked grim. Damien looked positively murderous. Knowing they could hear her, she whispered, “Don’t do anything stupid.” She could never live with herself if something happened to them because of her.

      The sound of the gavel made Kitty jump. Soon the jury was filing out to decide her fate and there was a break while they all waited.

      She couldn’t move.

      Then Damien was helping her up and leading her outside. The whole time they waited was a blur. Kitty only knew that her mates were there, touching her, grounding her, keeping her from completely losing it as time seemed to stretch on forever.

      Finally they were being called back in and she wasn’t quite sure how she’d gotten into her chair, but she was there next to Melissa and the judge was asking the jury what they’d decided.

      Kitty held her breath and looked up for the first time since the closing statements. A man stood up from the jury to deliver her sentence.

      It felt like she’d been tossed into the deepest part of the ocean when they declared her guilty. When the judge stated what was going to happen next it was like she was underwater and the words were nothing but barely understandable sounds.

      Guilty. They’d found her guilty of theft, assault, and battery. She had to pay back what was owed, and then serve five years in prison.

      Five years.

      As she turned so they could put the cold, hard handcuffs on her wrists, Kitty took a deep breath and blinked back the tears. It could have been worse. She knew it could be. Some small part of the judge must know that there was probably some shred of truth to what she and the other girls had said to give her a lighter sentence.

      She could easily be serving decades.

      Melissa kept saying she was sorry, and that they would get this appealed, but it didn’t matter to Kitty anymore.

      Matteo had won. She should have killed him, made sure he couldn’t come back to haunt her or anyone else.

      Kitty didn’t resist as they led her out of the courtroom – there was no reason to fight now. She’d lost – and she’d lost any chance she had to make this work with the Cirque – to accept the mate bond with Calvin, Adam, and Damien.

      They couldn’t sit around and wait for her to get out of jail. They had to go on to the next city and then the next.

      Five years…

      Looked like her bad luck had finally found her again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Look, there’s no way you’re going to serve five years,” Melissa was telling her.

      Kitty looked around at the visiting area in the prison and pulled on the itchy jumpsuit. “Maybe. I doubt I’ll get out on good behavior. The system isn’t designed for that.”

      Already she’d been approached by a few different girls. Some wanted her to join them, and others wanted to put her in her place. Kitty made sure she was never alone or without a guard around.

      It wasn’t as easy to do that as it sounded.

      “I’ll find proof,” Melissa promised. “There has to be proof of the prostitution.”

      Finally Kitty looked at the other woman. “I’m not mad. You did your best. But we both know you can’t stay here that long. We don’t know how long it will take for you to find evidence, get another hearing, ask for an appeal…I’m serving time. There’s no other way.”

      Her life was essentially over. By the time she got out she’d be out of shape and out of practice. Vegas wouldn’t be an option. The Cirque would be God knows where, and—and Calvin, Adam, and Damien…how could she ask for them to wait that long?

      She knew that they saw the world differently than she did, but still – she would be on her own for five years trying to survive in this place.

      And even though they hadn’t officially accepted the mate bond, Kitty could feel this ache in her chest, and it was slowly getting worse and worse. When would it become unbearable? Would it drive her, or them, insane because they couldn’t be near each other?

      What a fucking nightmare.

      “Then we’ll get the charges dropped,” Melissa said. “We tried it their way.”

      Kitty looked up from the stain on the table and studied Melissa’s gold and green eyes. “I don’t want anyone getting in trouble for trying to help me. If I bring down the Cirque…I don’t think I could ever live with myself.”

      “Don’t worry Kitty,” Melissa said, standing up and gathering her files. “We’ll handle this.”

      Kitty believed her, but she was also terrified of what that meant. They could not get caught. If something went sideways it wouldn’t be just the human authorities coming after them. The Council of Paranormals could revoke their nomad status and the Cirque could lose everything that made them what they were.

      They were her new family, and Kitty felt utterly powerless to help them – to be with the ones she…loved.

      Humans were always wary of falling in love so quickly, but Kitty no longer cared. She was all in and she couldn’t imagine her life without Calvin, Adam, and Damien and never wanted to. Five years without them…it would drive her into a depression so deep Kitty didn’t know if she would ever get out again.

      “Only if it doesn’t put the Cirque in danger,” Kitty said, grabbing Melissa’s hand before she could leave. “Tell Calvin I won’t stay if he puts our family in danger.”

      Melissa’s eyes went from green to gold at that command. The other woman looked down at the floor and nodded. “Of course, Alpha. I’ll ensure they don’t.”

      Kitty blinked.

      Alpha.

      As she watched Melissa leave the prison she knew in her bones it was true. At some point Calvin had decided he wanted her to be his, but in true Calvin fashion had kept it to himself so she could make her own decisions.

      That was why she loved him.

      And Damien would do anything for her. He would do anything to keep her safe and happy and he was so adorable and sweet. Kitty knew his goofy, shy side was only for her. And the thought of him not laughing for five years nearly broke her heart.

      Adam…he would be the glue that held all three of the lions together. She was as sure of that as she was that the sky was blue.

      He was the one who made her laugh from the very beginning, the one who cracked a joke to diffuse tension, to distract…he was the one who she felt the most comfortable with when it came to learning the silks. His skill and strength made her confident. Adam would never drop her.

      All three of them were her safety net.

      “Guard, please take me back to my cell.” Kitty lifted her chin as she walked through the prison. Because she was the Alpha female of a pride and these bars weren’t going to keep her captive forever.

      Whether she got out in five years or five days, Kitty would do whatever she could to keep the pride safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Calvin
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      The night sky was crystal clear and the stars glittered. Calvin breathed deeply and then let it out – watching as it turned to smoke in the frigid air.

      He’d failed her.

      Some small part of Calvin had known he should have taken matters into his own hands. So many times the system had failed those who needed it most.

      But he’d hesitated.

      Because in the very beginning he’d been too damn stubborn and stupid. Calvin had balked at the idea of having a mate – and he honestly couldn’t say why. Perhaps it was the permanency, or maybe it was Kitty herself and the way she’d come to him.

      Covered in blood and clearly trouble.

      Calvin had never liked trouble. He’d always kept himself an arm’s length away from the people they helped, but Kitty had crashed into his life – literally and figuratively. She’d wormed her way into his world and his heart and now he didn’t know what to do without her.

      Knowing she was in jail right at this very second…it made Calvin see red and it was all he could do to hold on to his humanity. His lion was pacing, ready to jump out and tear down anything in his way.

      He should have made sure Matteo couldn’t press charges. Calvin should have assumed this would happen and dealt with it before it was a problem. But he’d just been so wrapped up in everything that it had been too late, and then he had to play by the human rules.

      But he was done playing by their rules.

      “Is everything ready?” Damien asked, hands in his coat pockets to look more human in the cold.

      “All the cameras are dead,” Adam muttered, blowing his breath into his hands. “Club closed five minutes ago.”

      “Good,” Calvin muttered, watching the way the bouncers were watching them. “Did you get the signal jammer set up?”

      “Yeah, no calls can be received or made until I turn off the device.” Adam cracked his neck and looked up at the sky as well. “Do you think she’s okay?”

      “I’ve never met a human as dead set on surviving as Kitty,” Calvin said with a snort. “But I paid off the guards. She’s going to be fine. And if all goes as planned she’ll be out of there in a few hours.”

      “This could get us in trouble with the Council,” Damien warned.

      “Only if you assholes get caught,” Laura said as she walked up to them.

      Calvin glared. “What are you doing here?”

      The witch glanced over her shoulder and a taxi drove by, and then it was nothing but silence once more. “Kitty is my best friend. You think I’d let her rot in there, or let you guys get caught? The Cirque is my home too and I don’t want you ruining it.”

      He should be annoyed, but Calvin should have asked her to help in the first place. Without Kitty he felt lost and on edge, not good for someone who was supposed to lead an entire pride. If he messed up, the Cirque could lose nomad status and then everyone who had found a home with him would be bereft.

      There was a reason demons, witches, vamps, and shifters all tolerated each other in one place – for them, it was better than anything else out there.

      “Thank you,” Calvin said.

      That Laura looked surprised clearly indicated what she’d thought he’d say. “Are you admitting you need help for the first time in your life?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest and cocking a hip.

      Adam smirked and Damien raised his eyebrow before shaking his head.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Calvin said. “But I appreciate what you’re doing.”

      “Let’s go.” Damien led the way, heading right for the biggest bouncer. Damien wasn’t that tall for a shifter, and humans always assumed that meant he was weak.

      “Sorry, we’re closed,” the bouncer stated, eyeing his enforcer up and down.

      Adam grinned at the second bouncer. “Just tell Matteo we need to see him.”

      “I don’t think so.” The bigger one stepped forward, getting into Damien’s face. “You should leave before I call the police.”

      Damien leaned forward ever so slightly. “You should really let us through. Who do you think killed the last bouncers?”

      Both of the human men exchanged looks and Calvin felt that familiar ache in his teeth as his lion rose to the surface. He could see their glowing eyes reflected in the humans’ and both suddenly decided this job wasn’t worth their life.

      As they took off Laura muttered a few words and sketched a rune in the air. “You shifters are so messy. Now they won’t remember what you looked like. You’re welcome.” The witch was the first to push into the club.

      Calvin followed after her, rotating his neck to ease some of the strain of remaining human. Holding back was the only way. Otherwise he’d lose control. And Calvin wanted to see the fear in Matteo’s eyes.

      No matter how badly he wanted to chase the man down, lame him with a quick bite to the tendons in his heel…

      They needed him to drop the charges first.

      As they entered the club Calvin’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, quickly taking in the music playing quietly, three other bouncers, and one girl who was sitting on Matteo’s lap as he counted the money from the night.

      Tilting his head, he listened. Satisfied that no one else was there, Calvin gave a nod to Damien and Adam.

      “Who are you?” Matteo demanded, putting the cigar in his mouth and leaning back. The possessive grip of his hand on the girl’s waist made Calvin sick.

      “You need to drop the charges against Kitty Peters,” Damien said. The glower on his face told everyone with a brain not to mess with him, but this pitiful excuse for a human didn’t appear to have a brain.

      “And why would I do that?” Matteo asked. “Bitch needs to pay for what she did to me. For taking my best girl too.”

      Calvin shared a look with Laura. No doubt the asshole meant Charlie.

      Adam gave Matteo that disarming smile of his that always put people at ease, but this one…this one had a sharp, volatile edge. “Because if you don’t we’ll burn this place down with you in it.”

      All three of the bouncers moved and Calvin turned towards the biggest one. Instantly the man paused at the sight of his glowing eyes. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Calvin growled. “I really doubt you get paid enough to deal with this shit.”

      Then they hesitated, sharing looks with each other.

      Matteo glared, clearly not pleased with the situation. “I’m not going to drop the charges. And if you try anything, I’ll put all of you behind bars too. You could even make Kitty your bitch,” he said, jerking his chin at Laura. “But there’s nothing you could say or do to make me change my mind.”

      Calvin was already moving before Matteo finished speaking. His hand was around his throat a second later and he had the large man pinned to the wall behind the booth, choking and trying to pull Calvin off.

      The girl screamed and chaos ensued. Adam and Damien each took down a bouncer, barely having to exert themselves. Damien held the third in a chokehold while Laura told the girl to leave if she knew what was good for her.

      Snarling in Matteo’s face, his claws extended and Calvin couldn’t help but flex, digging those claws into the fleshy skin until the scent of blood perfumed the air. “Drop the charges, sell the club, and disappear. If you don’t I will find you and tear you into a thousand tiny pieces and feed you to my pigs just like I did to the bouncers I found trying to rape her.”

      He squeezed his hand, enjoying the feel of this bastard’s blood pulsing quicker and quicker. Open the right artery and he would bleed out in seconds.

      It was tempting.

      “Calvin,” Laura warned.

      Right. Matteo had to drop the charges first.

      “Drop them, or I pay another visit. And that one will be a lot bloodier. You have twenty-four hours.” Calvin pulled back, feeling the unsatisfied growl in his chest rumble through the room. He ran his tongue over his teeth in annoyance.

      His lion wanted blood.

      But he had to do this the right way.

      “Do we have an agreement?” he asked, licking the blood from his claws.

      “What the fuck are you?” Matteo’s fear and that of the bouncers was nearly too much. Calvin nearly lost control of his lion.

      “I’ll be the monster hiding in your closet if you don’t drop the charges right now.” Calvin looked to Adam and Damien. “Make sure he does it. You come with me,” he told Laura.

      Walking out of that club was the hardest thing he’d ever done when his lion was roaring at him to eliminate the threat to his mate and family.

      “You’re going to let him live?” Laura asked, jogging to keep up with him.

      Calvin turned back and studied the club one last time. “For now. I’ll be reporting him to the Alpha of the Blue Mountain Pack. Kai will make sure Matteo stays in line. If he doesn’t…I’ll come back and take my kill.”

      They were both silent for a moment and then Calvin sighed, releasing as much of the bloodlust as he could. He opened the passenger side door for her. “We need to get back to the Cirque and wait for Melissa’s call. Adam and Damien will take care of this.”

      She nodded. “You don’t want me to stay and make sure nothing else needs to be done?”

      Calvin was lucky. He was the Alpha, but those in his pride were what gave him the strength and clout he had. He knew without them, he wouldn’t be who he was today. “If you want to stay you can, that’s your choice. But I need to get out of here before I kill something.”

      “Let me set up a silencing spell so these fuckers can’t talk about what they’ve seen. Then we can go.”

      He grabbed her arm as she started walking towards the club. “Hey Laura, thank you.”

      She nodded. “Of course. You know I would do anything for the Cirque.”

      When they were young she used to say she would do anything for him, but now…he couldn’t feel more relieved they’d managed to come out the other side without causing too much damage. “Do you think we could be friends again?” he asked.

      “I suppose we have to since your mate is my best friend.”

      Calvin nodded. “Good. Now go take care of that spell so we can get the hell out of here.”

      He needed a good run. Calvin would have to ask the wolf Alpha if they could change and run in his forests before they moved on. It would do them all some good. Maybe then he would feel a little less murderous.

      Not that Matteo didn’t deserve it. But this was about Kitty, not revenge.

      Calvin would get her out. He’d promised he would. And he would do whatever necessary to make that happen.

      And Matteo would find out what that was if he didn’t make the call.
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      Reading was pretty much the only thing she found interesting other than working out. Kitty enjoyed a good book, but she couldn’t imagine years of this with the limited library the prison had. At some point she was going to lose her damn mind, Kitty just didn’t know when.

      At least the day wasn’t as cold as it had been recently. The sun was shining despite the frigid morning air and Kitty breathed in deep, enjoying her little sun patch. She’d only been there for two days and it already felt like forever.

      But the Cirque had taken care of the guards. No one else was bothering her after that first day. And she was never really alone despite her self-imposed isolation. Two female guards followed her everywhere – they were even posted outside her cell.

      Kitty didn’t have a cell mate either.

      Small mercies she supposed.

      One of the guards banged on the bars and she looked up from her book, eyebrow raised in question. “What can I do for you this fine morning?” she drawled, giving the guard one of her flirty winks that hid how alone she felt – how much her body ached at being separated from her mates.

      “Warden wants to see you.”

      No explanation was offered and she hadn’t really expected one. Kitty set her book down and stretched before getting to her feet.

      She didn’t know anything about the warden or what she was like. Hopefully this would be a Mama Morton kind of situation. If the warden was out to get her there was no way Kitty was going to get out of here early.

      The long walk from her cell to the warden’s office went by in a blur. Time was strange to her now without the usual ways to mark the day. Instead of waking up to her alarm so she could eat in the mess tent and practice with her mates, her entire life revolved around what she was told to do and when to do it.

      There were large blocks of time when she had no set activity and if it weren’t for the meals Kitty would only have the sun to mark time.

      One of her guards opened the door to the warden’s office after knocking and made room for Kitty to pass. It looked like she would be alone for whatever this was then. She had protection from the inmates, not the warden after all.

      The professional blonde at the desk looked up from her paperwork and smiled. “Please sit, Kitty.”

      Kitty did, holding onto the arms of the chair like it could anchor her in a windstorm. Was she in some kind of trouble?

      “I got a call this morning and paperwork faxed over. It looks like all charges against you have been dropped and you’re free to go as soon as we finish this paperwork.”

      It was hard not to stare, but all Kitty could do was gape at the warden. “I’m free to go?”

      “Yes, just sign a few things and we’ll finish processing you. You’ll be out of here in no time. I’m glad it all worked out,” the warden said, folding her hands on top of the papers to smile at Kitty. “We have too many girls in here for this kind of bullshit. I’m always grateful when the real justice is served.”

      She had so many questions, but it would probably be best if she didn’t know. Kitty knew whatever the reason she was being let go – Calvin, Adam, and Damien had something to do with it.

      They had come through for her.

      Despite everything they’d done for her and the promise they’d made, Kitty had doubted. She hadn’t thought they could really reach her in this place. What power did they have that wouldn’t cause the human world to come hunting them down?

      The warden kept talking; explaining the process to her, but Kitty was lost and signed the papers on autopilot. Then they stood and the warden shook her hand, wishing her luck and Kitty remembered thanking her but she was dazed as she went through the motions.

      Part of her was annoyed as she wanted to remember this feeling – but her realism made her cautious. Until she was in her own clothes breathing free air she couldn’t get her hopes up.

      The guards then took her to processing – nothing in her cell was actually hers anyway – and she only half-listened as they instructed her on the steps.

      As she went through the whole thing, all she could think about was how close she had been to losing everything she’d come to love and cherish.

      Life at the Cirque was anything but mundane. She had crashed into an opportunity that was once in a lifetime with men who loved her for exactly who she was – they were completely devoted to her.

      And Kitty had almost chosen to go to Vegas.

      She nearly lost them all because of Matteo and the fucked up human world.

      Why would she ever want to go back to a world that had done nothing but punish her over and over?

      Kitty dressed in her own clothes and it felt like a dream. Part of her wasn’t sure she was even awake as the guards led her out of the prison toward the front gates.

      Before the trial, Kitty had told Calvin she would stay. Granted it had been conditional due to the trial, but now she was a free woman. As she stepped outside into the frigid January weather, she breathed deep. The cold, fresh air had never smelled sweeter.

      Looking up at the vibrant blue sky, and the sunlight that gilded the trees, Kitty knew what she wanted now. It had been ripped from her and knowing the despair that waited for her without them…Kitty was never going to let anything separate her from her family ever again.

      “Kitty!”

      She followed the sound of that voice and saw Damien jumping out of a car that had barely stopped moving, yelling her name. He ran towards her and Kitty felt tears prick her eyes. They’d even come for her here. She smiled through her tears and ran towards Damien.

      Adam and Calvin and Laura piled out of the car by the time Damien reached her. She slammed into him, wrapping her arms around his neck and practically sobbed into his shirt. Kitty could barely breathe he was hugging her so tight, but she never wanted him to let go again.

      Then Calvin and Adam were hugging her and Kitty was surrounded by the three of them. Nothing in the world had ever felt more natural. She held onto them tight, wishing she never had to let them go.

      “You got me out?” she asked, wiping her cheeks.

      Kitty pulled back and looked up at Calvin who nodded.

      “We convinced Matteo to drop the charges against you and close down shop.”

      She laughed and kissed him hard. “Just like that, huh?”

      “Yeah Kitty, just like that,” Adam told her, pulling her in for his own kiss.

      The three of them together made her feel complete and that terrible pain in her chest was completely gone.

      “Nothing is going to happen to the Cirque, right?” she asked, eyeballing each of them.

      “I made sure it didn’t,” Laura said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Shifters can be…volatile. So I went with them.”

      Kitty let go of her mates and took two steps to Laura. She hugged the witch tight, ignoring the grumbles that were half-hearted. After a few seconds Laura hugged her back and it felt like finally all was right in the world.

      “Couldn’t let my best friend rot in jail,” Laura muttered as she pulled away. “Who else is going to push me into being social?”

      Laughing she took Adam’s hand and walked them back to the Cirque’s rental car. She pinched herself and grinned when it hurt like a bitch. All of this was real. It wasn’t a dream.

      Her mates had gotten her out just like they’d promised. She had her best friend, and a future to look forward to now that she was a free woman. What more could she ask for?

      Adam opened the door for her and she slid in, pressing against Damien on the other side. He put an arm around her shoulders and she sighed happily, snuggling closer. Adam rested a hand on her thigh and Kitty laced her fingers through his.

      “Thank you,” she murmured. “I honestly thought I was going to be there for a long time.”

      “Even if Matteo hadn’t dropped the charges I would have ripped open the fences and sprung you,” Calvin snarled, slamming his door closed harder than necessary. “I would never have left you.”

      She smiled at that, finding his eyes in the rear view mirror. “I believe you.”

      “What now, Kitty?” Laura asked, buckling her seatbelt in the front seat. “What’s the plan?”

      It was a loaded question – or it would have been just a week ago. But Kitty no longer had any doubts about what she wanted, about what she was going to do with her life. Calvin and Adam and Damien had shown her a new world she never wanted to leave – they’d shown her the kind of love she thought only existed in movies and books.

      “I’d like to stay with the Cirque indefinitely,” she said, feeling shy for some reason. “If that’s all right with everyone.”

      “Nothing could ever be more right, Kitty,” Calvin told her. “You belong with the circus – with us.”

      Adam kissed her forehead. “And now that you’re a free woman you can go wherever you want and do whatever you want.”

      “Does that include you guys?” she asked with a smirk. “Because I don’t want to stay just for the circus. I want to stay for you.”

      Damien took her hand and he must have sensed it before any of the others. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I love you,” Kitty laughed pushing him as her cheeks burned. “I love you.” She kissed Adam’s cheek, breathing in his masculine scent. And then she looked to Calvin sitting in the driver’s seat. “And I love you.”

      Something settled deep inside and Kitty somehow knew their mate bond was there – waiting for the official claim. No one had to say it out loud. But they all knew. Kitty saw the way they all glanced at each other and she knew she wasn’t the only one who felt it.

      “Ready to run away with the circus?” Calvin asked as he pulled out of the parking lot and onto the main street.

      Kitty grinned and snuggled into Adam once more. “I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life…except maybe a breakfast burrito.”

      The sound of her mates’ laughter filled the car. Damien kissed her knuckles and smiled down at her. “We’ll make sure to stop for breakfast burritos, mate. Anything for you.”
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      She’d been practicing for weeks and Kitty had killed her audition. Not one person in the troupe had voted against her performing with them. Knowing they thought she was good enough…it felt better than she thought it would.

      Damien worked with her the most. They’d decided to have her do a solo act for now as the choreography was easier. They’d added a bit of flair that she just adored.

      And she wasn’t going to do the trapeze – at least not yet. Calvin had finally convinced her to try it, but it was still so new and different. It was also the most terrifying thing she’d ever experienced while somehow also being the most amazing. Kitty would have to practice for a few more months at the very least before they could entertain the idea of adding her to a new trapeze act.

      She had the hoop though and that was enough to start with. The silks were easier, but still not to the point where she felt comfortable performing in front of a thousand people with them, even if Adam was there to make sure she did it right.

      They wouldn’t let her fall.

      Every day Kitty reminded herself of that, and every day she learned what that meant as it spread to all aspects of her life.

      They’d officially accepted the mate bond, but the claiming thing wasn’t something she felt ready for just yet. There was still so much to get used to, so much adjusting to do. This was a whole new way of life for her, and Kitty just wasn’t ready to deal with turning into a lion on top of everything else.

      But sometime in the future? Yeah, it was definitely something she wanted one day.

      They had all the time in the world.

      A few changes had been made though. Kitty had moved into Calvin’s tent and Damien and Adam had connected theirs to his so they had this big-ass tent that they all shared with one big bed. She loved it all.

      She loved the tents and she loved the train and she loved working with the other performers.

      “Ma chérie, if you don’t hold still I’m going to end up poking you,” Mamie warned.

      It was difficult not to twist and turn so she could see every sparkle and shimmer of her new costume. “I wouldn’t even care. Mamie, this is amazing.”

      “I based the design on my first costume,” Mamie told her, tugging the leotard here and there, adjusting the skirts she’d attached. “This pattern of crystals is one of my favorites. And this goes with it.”

      Mamie turned to a wooden box and pulled out a beautiful little crown. “It’s made of the very finest crystal,” she explained. “It was a gift from the female Alpha, my mate’s mother.”

      Kitty barely breathed as Calvin’s grandmother placed the crown on top of her carefully coiffed curls. “You didn’t give it to Calvin’s mom?”

      “She never performed. His mother was one of the musicians.” Mamie pinned the crown and made sure it was just right. “You’re going to do wonderfully tonight.”

      “Of course she is.” Calvin stepped into the tent with a slight smile. He slipped his hands into his pockets and eyed her from head to toe. “You look absolutely divine in that. You’ve outdone yourself Mamie.” He kissed his grandmother on the cheek and then reached for Kitty. “Are you ready for tonight?”

      “I think so.” Kitty felt breathless. This was going to be her opening night. It hadn’t been advertised so there would be no pressure. But she still wanted to do her best. She still wanted to make the audience feel.

      Calvin grinned down at her and pressed his lips against hers. It made her feel…alive and vibrant and connected to everyone and everything in this place. Calvin was the Cirque and he was somehow hers.

      She would never get over just how lucky she was to have not one amazing guy, but three.

      Then Adam popped into the tent and kissed Mamie’s cheek as well. “You look very ethereal, Kitty,” he said. “It fits you. What did you and Damien cook up for the act? He wouldn’t tell us anything other than what we had to do.”

      “None of your damn business.” Damien ducked in next and Kitty grinned.

      Everything that had happened to her before them felt like it was another life – not even a life but a nightmare. And finally she had woken up.

      “It’s nothing crazy. You guys just do your part and I’ll do mine,” Kitty said. She adjusted the crown and then gave Mamie a quick hug. “I should probably go over there. I don’t want to be late.”

      Damien grabbed her before she could leave the tent. “I know you’re going to do amazing.”

      She nodded and leaned forward, taking her time to kiss him slowly and sweetly, enjoying the taste of him. Her mate, who liked to pretend he was a mean bastard when he was really one of the sweetest guys she’d ever met.

      “I couldn’t have done this without you.” Kitty sighed happily and gave Damien one last peck. She felt the promise in that kiss of all the years to come.

      Letting herself love them was the best choice she’d ever made.

      “Let’s go.” Kitty reached out for Calvin and Adam and then pulled them outside. Damien was close behind as they made their way through the tent city toward the big top and the backstage tent.

      It was just as magical as it was the first time she’d seen it. The stars twinkled and the sounds of the carnival carried as they got closer. The only difference this time was the fluttering fabrics and chatter from her fellow performers made her feel at home.

      Kitty knew what magic the Cirque possessed, and she knew not all of it was paranormal.

      Then they were inside the chaos of the backstage tent and Kitty watched as that magic began, but tonight was special. Calvin had handed over the lion act to someone else so that they could be with her for this.

      Shaking out her hands only dispelled the nerves a little. Her mates though, their touch grounded her and gave her the confidence she needed to get through this. They would never let her perform if they didn’t think she was ready.

      Calvin kissed her cheek. “Get in place, we’ll be down here ready to go when you are.”

      Adam pulled her in for a bear hug and gave her a gentle kiss before pushing her toward the entrance to the big top. His grin made her smile even though she felt nervous.

      Kitty stepped into the dark part of the main tent to make her climb up to the very top of the rigging.

      This might be a solo act to the rest of the world – to everyone but those in the Cirque, but Kitty knew she wasn’t alone. Her mates may be lions but they would be there spotting her from underneath.

      As she climbed and climbed she thought she could hear the sound of bone crunching as her mates shifted. Kitty tried not to think about how high she was – it normally didn’t bother her, but the lights were bright and the music was loud, and the gasps and cheers from the audience had her adrenaline pumping.

      One of the riggers waited for her at the top and helped her out onto the platform. Kitty got into position, sitting on the hoop. Next act was hers.

      Her heart pounded and her hands felt sweaty. She grabbed some chalk and rubbed it between her hands as she waited. Kitty tried to remind herself this was no different than the millions of dances she’d put on.

      Each audience wanted her to make them feel something.

      Kitty glanced down at Laura in the stands, recording her act so she could send it to her family. For her brother she would try to reconnect – maybe the next time the Cirque de Nuit was in Washington they would come visit and she would be able to see her baby brother again.

      It was going to be a long road – she knew that. Kitty was never going to be able to trust her parents quite the same way again. But she had a family now, she had a place where she belonged.

      As the music changed she gripped the hoop tight with one hand and lifted the other in a striking pose – grinning wide. The rigger lowered her into the center of the ring and Kitty waved to the audience.

      Then the lions came out – three of them. Massive with huge, fluffy manes. They came to her as she got closer to the floor. The hushed audience was like a spell on her as she leaned back and reached out for Damien.

      In his lion form he rubbed against her hand just like any housecat would do. It made her grin and Kitty hopped down from the hoop, posing one last time before their act.

      Damien and Adam had come up with it. The girl who could tame lions.

      The hoop was yanked up again and Kitty pushed off the floor so she spun and spun, the lions walking in patterns below her – staring up at her. To anyone else it looked dangerous. Kitty could fall and these brutes would eat her alive.

      But these brutes were hers.

      And they would never let her fall.
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