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      Kenzie checked the perimeter one last time before jumping from the edge of the building and onto the next one’s roof. She rolled as she landed, letting the impact dissipate through her whole body before somersaulting to her feet and running as fast as she could to the building’s rooftop entrance.

      Pressing against the wall she checked her smartwatch. Kenzie tapped it and let the tech magic do its work. All alarms were disabled and would stay that way until she was safely away from the scene of the crime.

      Opening the door to the stairs slowly, she waited a moment before going in. The tech in her ears allowed her to hear better than a normal human, but it seemed everything was silent. Maybe this would all go off without a hitch.

      Yeah, right. Kenzie never had that kind of luck.

      She grabbed the stair railing and hopped over, dropping silently into a crouch on the next landing.

      Kenzie had been born into one of the most prestigious witch families on the West Coast, but she was a disappointment – an abomination to her kind. Kenzie was born without a lick of the power her sister possessed. For all intents and purposes, Kenzie was a normal human.

      But the potion she was about to steal – the one that gave anyone who consumed it powers – wasn’t for her.

      Two more jumps down and she was on the right floor. Kenzie pulled the lock pick set from her pack and managed to open the door in less than ten seconds – a new record. She tucked the set away and her watch scanned the door for any magic before she placed her gloved hand on the knob.

      She tossed a small, purple ball the size of a marble onto the floor and waited. Her watch pinged when it was safe.

      No magic and no tech thanks to her little witch ball of doom. Her sister had made Kenzie tons of useful things like that. Selene was the only one in her family who treated her like an actual person and not something to be sneered at.

      It was the only reason why she was willing to steal from Samuel, the Alpha of the West Coast Pride. Nothing else in the world would make her stupid enough to steal from him. But…Selene had been cursed and her powers stripped.

      Kenzie would make sure her sister got them back, no matter what the consequences were.

      She stuck to the wall and made her way to the white tiger shifter’s office. His vault was legendary. At first she’d thought what she needed would be at his mansion, but after some recon she’d found out he’d had it moved to his office building.

      Neither was easy to infiltrate.

      Only a white tiger could get access to this kind of potion. It technically wasn’t even legal, but he’d confiscated it from a dark witch – Circe? Kenzie wasn’t sure and she didn’t get all the details of what happened with Sacramento’s Golden Coven, but it hadn’t been good. The goddamn Council had to step in and everything.

      Kenzie checked her watch again and had it do another sweep. Nothing on this floor. She tapped it and her escape route displayed. Everything was clear. Now all she had to do was get in, get the potion, and get out. All without setting off any alarms or running into any security. Most guards were in the main security office, but there were a few roaming the floors.

      As long as she was silent nothing and no one would know she was there.

      Her gloved hands traced the wall as she crouched low, sticking to the shadows and avoiding the light from the city and other buildings. Kenzie passed his secretary’s desk and ducked underneath so she could scan one last time.

      Selene had been the one to enchant all her gear – before she’d been cursed. The charms ensured no trace of her scent, her essence, or anything that could be used to identify and track her would be left anywhere. If it wasn’t for her, Kenzie would be left with nothing but her human skills.

      Which were nothing to sneeze at, but when you lived in the paranormal world and stuck your nose into shifter business…you needed witch magic.

      Everything looked perfect.

      Kenzie needed to get inside the West Coast Alpha’s office and open the vault. But the office was tightly sealed.

      Her sister had given her a crystal which had been enchanted to unlock any door no matter the defenses. It wasn’t exactly legal, but since there was no record of its existence…thankfully Selene liked to experiment.

      But it was only good for one lock.

      It was a bit of luck that Kenzie had tried to prove she wasn’t a disappointment all those years ago. The things she could do with computers…Kenzie tucked the crystal back into the small pack on her waist and pulled out the mini tablet she’d brought.

      Kenzie slid out from under the desk, pressed one hand to the table and vaulted herself over the desk effortlessly before dropping to her knees and sliding across the tile to the Alpha’s door. She pressed her back up against it, keeping her breathing even as she pulled out the cable.

      So many weeks of recon and she’d been able to learn the door took a keycard and a thumbprint. She slipped the blank card and then tapped the program she’d created for just this purpose. A few minutes and she’d be in. This is where the magic would come in.

      Kenzie pulled out the ashes from a picture that had the white tiger on it…any moment…her program unlocked the code and she blew the ashes on the door. They settled onto the surface and glowed while they created the perfect thumbprint of West Coast Pride Alpha Samuel Erikson.

      Calling that favor in hadn’t been great since Selene wasn’t able to do the spell for her without her powers. Fucking Peter and his disgusting little crush – well it came in handy when she needed it.

      The door unlocked and Kenzie barely breathed as she pushed it open just enough to slip through and then waited.

      Lights from the city outside shone through the windows and made patterns on the ground. She leaned back into the shadows, knowing her red hair would be a dead giveaway. Kenzie cursed internally. She should have worn a head covering or something, but the risk it would fall off and leave a trail right back to her was too high.

      The headband Selene had magicked worked to keep her hair from falling out and leaving DNA anywhere, but it didn’t cover the bright red at all.

      No noises in the office. Not even air whispered through the vents. There was nothing but the sound of computers whirring and humming.

      Kenzie put the tablet and cable away and grabbed the crystal. This was it. One more step and she’d have the potion. She checked her escape route again. The window was still unlocked and nothing and no one was in her way.

      She slid through the door, not touching anything, and stuck to the shadows on the walls. The lights from outside flickered with the ambience of the city. Most in the paranormal underground thought Samuel kept his vault behind his pride’s portrait, but it was actually hidden behind a bookcase.

      The amount of digging she had to do to find the key had been ridiculous, and no, it was nothing obvious like The Jungle Book. Kenzie reached out and pulled down on Pride and Prejudice. Apparently it was the white tiger’s favorite classic.

      Disgruntled employees always talked when they had too much to drink.

      The bookcase creaked open and Kenzie winced at the sound, too loud to her amplified hearing. But there it was – the massive vault door where the Alpha was entrusted with various different things by the Council of Paranormals. Only Samuel knew everything that was in there.

      Kenzie took a deep breath and then held it as she used the crystal to sketch the small, detailed, and complicated pentagram Selene had been very insistent she not mess up. After weeks of practice, she knew it better than she knew most coding languages.

      And…done.

      The pentagram glowed pink of all colors, and then a hiss and clink…the door unlocked and swung open slowly. Still Kenzie didn’t dare to breathe. She tried not to think about what would happen if she got caught as she opened the door farther and then stepped in.

      Her sister’s magic held up. No alarms went off and nothing turned on. Kenzie slipped the now blackened crystal in her pack and tapped the light on her smartwatch.

      “Holy shit,” she breathed. There were shelves from floor to ceiling absolutely stuffed with random objects and the Fates knew what else.

      Thank goodness the tiger was organized. She read the labels and went down in alphabetical order to ‘potions.’ Some were illegal and some not, but they were all clearly marked. Kenzie went through each of the potions on the illegal shelf until she found what she was looking for.

      Her heart pounded in her chest and she had to focus on her breathing to keep calm. Adrenaline flooded her system. She was so close, now all she had to do was get out without being detected – or at least with enough of a head start no one would be able to catch her.

      The potion was purple and glowed in the clear bottle. It could give anyone, even a human, the powers of a natural-born witch.

      For a brief moment Kenzie was tempted. She could take the potion and finally be normal – her family would accept her, maybe her parents wouldn’t give her that disappointed look all the time…but no, she was used to living like that.

      She had real-life skills and Selene would never be able to recover without her powers. Kenzie couldn’t subject her little sister to the life she had to live.

      Twenty-six years of wishing she could be like Selene and for the first time in her life she was grateful she hadn’t been born with powers. If she had she wouldn’t have been able to steal this potion in the first place.

      Before she could slip it into her pack it was snatched from her hand.

      Kenzie gasped and spun around. A tall, naked man stood before her with flaming red hair and her goddamn potion in his hands. She bared her teeth at him. Fucking shifters – and a fox if her nose was right.

      “Give that back and I won’t hurt you,” she murmured, keeping her voice low enough no one but this fox could hear her.

      He tilted his head at her and tossed the potion up in the air like it was a ball and then caught it. Kenzie flinched, terrified he might drop it. “I was paid a lot of money to acquire this. I’m not just going to give it back; though you’re hot enough I’d consider it.”

      Instantly she was furious. Kenzie lunged after him, faster than he expected. She faked the sloppy lunge and then dropped to a crouch, whipping her foot around to catch behind his ankles. He fell to the floor with a surprised ‘oof’ and she pounced on him, holding him down with a knee to his throat as she grabbed the potion.

      When he grinned up at her it took everything she had not to think about the fact that he was naked beneath her. Why did he have to be so damn cute?

      “You’re not a fox are you?” he asked, lacing his fingers behind his head and lounging back on the floor like he was relaxing on the beach and not in a vault with her knee still at his throat. “Because honestly, that red hair is to die for. Is it natural?”

      “I’m not a fucking fox,” she hissed. It was the most commonly asked question among the paranormals – and irritating as all hell. “Not every redhead is a damn shifter. Now if you’ll excuse me.”

      Kenzie stood and made for the door but another fox stood between her and the office. How the hell did they move without her being able to hear them? They didn’t leave a trace on her tech either after a glance at her watch.

      This one was naked as well. He wasn’t as built and broad as the one still laying on the floor, now lying on his side with his head propped up on his hand to watch. This new one was built more like a swimmer. His red hair was darker too, almost a burnt red, like burgundy.

      Why did shifters have to be so annoyingly gorgeous?

      “I’m going to need that potion,” the new one said, holding his hand out like she was going to just give it to him. The way he looked at her, eyes squinted slightly, head tilted, and a tiny smile playing at the corner of his lips…it made her shudder with anticipation.

      Kenzie pointedly ignored his massive swinging cock and kept her eyes on his blazing gold ones. “You’ll have to take it from me first.”

      “That can be arranged,” a third one whispered from behind. He wrapped his arm around her waist like a lover would and kissed her cheek before snatching it from her hand.

      Kenzie’s cheeks heated with embarrassment as she felt his dick against her ass. There were three of them. And they were all naked.

      On instinct she whipped her elbow back and connected with the third’s jaw. He grunted and she caught the bottle before it could shatter. Then she bolted right at the burgundy-haired fox. The one still lounging on the fucking ground like this was a vacation grabbed her foot when she leapt over him.

      Kenzie used the change of direction to roll and then kick back. The first fox cursed when she connected with his nose. Still rolling she popped up to her feet and kept going. The second fox grinned like he couldn’t wait to take her on, eyeing her up and down appreciatively.

      Gritting her teeth in annoyance she slid feet first, right between his legs. Kenzie got an eyeful of his cock in the process. All men stood like idiots, feet planted wide, giving her plenty of space to work with.

      She pushed up and used all her parkour training and practice to find the shortest route to her exit. It didn’t matter if desks were in the way. She launched herself up and ran, feet light and got the rhythm going from desk to desk, over each cubicle wall and on to the next. One more row and she’d get to that open window.

      Then suddenly there was a red fox the size of a large dog making weird fucking bird noises and trying to nip at her ankles. Kenzie yelped as her hand slipped from the top of the cubicle and she fell to the ground in a heap.

      Her first instinct was to check the potion. Somehow it was still intact despite the death grip she had on it. Kenzie breathed a sigh of relief.

      Then the first fox took it from her and swept her a very dick-swinging bow. “We really couldn’t have done this without you. Maybe we can do it again sometime and make a date of it?”

      The third fox was built like a damn husky and she backed away slowly as he closed in, mindful of the teeth. “I have better things to do,” she said, pressing back against the desk.

      A shout from the stairs. Someone had set off a damn alarm. Kenzie checked her watch and pulled up the exit. The first one was blocked. As was the second.

      Two foxes bared their teeth at her while the first set the potion in a small bag one of them had around his neck. Kenzie gritted her teeth, knowing they’d won this round. She slid her hand into her pack and watched as the first straightened and gave her a heart-stopping grin.

      “Don’t worry; you’re not the first to be outfoxed by us.” He even snickered at his own terrible joke before shifting into a fox in the blink of an eye.

      Kenzie rolled her eyes, annoyed this was all going up shit’s creek so quickly. The three foxes turned away and she flicked the tech magic and watched it adhere to the red fur before the foxes just…disappeared.

      Another shout and she glanced over her shoulder. Kenzie checked her wingsuit. Being in a prestigious witch family had its benefits. She tossed a small marble onto the floor and watched it explode into a cloud of pink smoke that quickly covered the entire floor.

      Without hesitation she ran straight for the window and tossed the sonic bomb she’d made – nothing but human science. It found the right frequency and the glass shattered right as she reached the edge.

      Kenzie leapt out of the skyscraper and activated the wingsuit, gliding into the night to her second location. She only glanced back once.

      The foxes may have gotten the potion, but there was nowhere they could run that she wouldn’t find them. Her trackers were impossible to detect. Kenzie would get that potion back for Selene no matter what.

      Hottie foxes notwithstanding.
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      The potion glowed a luminescent purple, so obviously a witch creation it was nearly laughable. Hunter eyed it as he considered the woman they’d nearly lost it to.

      “She smelled like nothing,” Ash murmured, following his silent train of thought like he always did.

      Hunter didn’t say anything as he considered the possibilities. She was no fox or they’d have recognized her on sight since there weren’t many of them, but she sure looked and acted like one.

      He grinned slowly, staring at nothing. He liked her. A lot. She was spunky and full of fire. Not many managed to best him, even if it was for a brief moment.

      She was…intriguing.

      “I want to know more about her,” Hunter said softly, tracing the curve of the bottle. Why did she want this so badly she was willing to steal from the most powerful Alpha west of the Rockies?

      “What do you want to know?” Ash asked, raising an eyebrow in question. Hunter never gave a shit about anyone and this was – unusual.

      “Everything,” Hunter told him. “Anything and everything you can find on her.”

      “Girl was bangin’ and can choke me any day,” Finnick said as he brought in pizza. “Daddy liked.”

      Hunter rolled his eyes, but he was just as interested.

      “Well what did you find out about her when you tracked her on the dark web?” Ash asked. “There had to be something there or you wouldn’t have been able to plan this heist so perfectly.”

      Why did she want the potion?

      This constant question had kept him from turning it over just yet. Money was always nice, but they had a lot of it. There might be something more interesting he could get in exchange for the potion other than cash.

      “She left nothing but a whisper on the servers,” Hunter told him. “I had no idea who would be breaking into Samuel’s vault, only that they planned to and when, based on their questions. But I definitely didn’t expect her to be the one to pave our way.”

      Hunter wasn’t surprised often, and he loved it. He wanted more of this female who could shock him. What else could she do?

      Ash tapped furiously on the laptop while Hunter rolled the bottle between his fingers.

      She’d smelled like absolutely nothing. Only thing in the universe that could pull that off was a witch. But he’d watched her break in and she’d never used her own magic. A human then? That didn’t really make sense. Humans aware of the paranormal with witchy connections were rare so he knew all of them.

      This girl he didn’t know.

      And that gorgeous hair that reminded him of chaos and fire – what would it smell like when her very scent wasn’t magicked out of existence? Something spicy and sweet probably.

      “I just ran the picture you took. It comes up with nothing,” Ash reported.

      “Tech magic then,” Hunter said, looking up. “Give me that.”

      Without question Ash handed over the computer and took a slice of pineapple and Canadian bacon pizza. “How do you know it’s tech magic?” Ash asked.

      As the second-in-command to their little trio Ash rarely doubted him, but he questioned when needed. It was what kept the three of them so strong, that – and their past.

      “She was covered in it. I couldn’t get her scent, but the metal and ozone of the magic was clear enough.” Hunter dug and dug. There were only a handful of people with the access or skill to build that kind of tech.

      When her picture came up Hunter stared, squinting slightly as he took her in. His fingers tapped a rhythm on the potion bottle as he considered.

      The witch who wasn’t a witch.

      He’d heard of her once or twice, but hadn’t known what she looked like. A powerless witch was practically unheard of. Hunter normally didn’t pay attention to witches other than when he needed to buy from them.

      All these years and now she went after a potion that could grant powers? Something didn’t make sense.

      His eyes went to the scars proudly displayed on her ivory skin. Hunter smiled slowly. A survivor then. There had been a moment in the Alpha’s office when they’d stared at each other and his soul had pinged with familiarity – he hadn’t known her at all, but there was still something between them, recognition of kindred souls maybe.

      Hunter bit his lip as he remembered how she’d looked up at him as she slid through his legs. Fuck, he wanted to slam her against the wall and see how sharp her teeth really were. Would those full, soft lips be the contrast he thought they’d be?

      “Who is she?” Finnick asked when he saw him fiddling with the potion bottle, barely blinking.

      “A Kavanagh witch from the Bay Coven, but she was born without her own powers.”

      “So that’s why she wanted the potion?” Ash asked.

      It was hard to get a read on his second sometimes. He was a lot like Hunter that way. All three of them were – damaged, but Finnick dealt with it differently than they did. He preferred sarcasm and wit.

      Finnick was the perfect distraction in their little games.

      Ash and Finnick would die for him, but sometimes Hunter wondered if they knew they were the only two people in the world who he’d return the favor for. When he’d found them, they’d saved him too.

      “She wants the potion, but I don’t know if that’s why,” Hunter admitted. “For some reason I don’t think so.”

      “The Bay Coven was invited to the West Coast Pride Fourth of July barbecue,” Ash reminded him.

      “Yes!” Finnick pumped his fist in the air. “Samuel always has the best fucking shit at his parties. I could do with a cute little puma for the night.”

      “Recon only,” Hunter told him. “Or did you forget we stole from him tonight?”

      “Samuel won’t know it’s us,” Finnick rolled his eyes. “He hires us enough he’d never suspect.”

      Still, this would be a risk and all three of them knew it.

      For the most part they stayed in Six Rivers. Registered with the pride and working as mercenaries they didn’t have to do much outside the minimum requirements. They paid their fees and the Alpha left them alone. She didn’t really care as long as their activities didn’t affect the pride.

      They were a strange pride after all. The lynx took in the broken and damaged, the castoffs – the ones who were underestimated and set aside for something better, something ‘normal.’

      Hunter bared his teeth at nothing. Everything he did, he made sure it never made it back to the pride. Lavi didn’t deserve that after taking him and the other two in. His previous group of foxes – his leash – had tried to execute him until she’d put her foot down when they were all nothing but teenagers.

      “Recon only,” Hunter repeated, staring at Kenzie’s picture.

      The strength he saw in her eyes…he wanted more of it. He wanted to see what else she could do. It was rare any female interested him and this one – this one had a raging fire in her he wanted to burn alive in.
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      It was nearly three in the morning, but no one in her family cared about her whereabouts. Kenzie had her own entrance to the house and they all left her alone for the most part.

      Witches lived with their families forever. And witches were always stronger together. Most families went back ages. It was like…nobility in a way. If she had to compare Kenzie would say it was like being a Rockefeller, a Kennedy, or a Disney. Everyone in the community knew you by your name.

      Mackenzie Kavanagh – born of fire – child of the wise leader. In Gaelic.

      Her parents thought when she came screaming into the world with a full head of bright red hair that she would be the next leader of their clan and then their coven. That she would do great things with the intense power her clan was usually gifted with.

      But her powers never developed.

      The matriarch of the family at the time, her great-grandmother, tried everything including pain to get them to manifest. The first six years of her life were utter torture until finally her grandmother Edith said enough. Her seventh birthday the matriarch of the Kavanagh family declared her an abomination.

      Then Selene was born.

      Her hair was jet black instead of red. She took after their father where Kenzie looked like the women in their family – another disappointment when she’d appeared so promising. They both had the same blue eyes and white as porcelain skin, but that was where the similarities stopped.

      Selene was born with her own magnificent power and then some. It was like everything Kenzie was supposed to have been was manifested in her little sister. Seven years apart and barely more than a human slave by then – Kenzie practically raised her when Selene wasn’t in lessons to control this power no one in the Kavanagh family had seen since the matriarch was born.

      On her third birthday Selene was named the heir to the Kavanagh fame and fortune.

      The most powerful witch in the family was always named heir, regardless of age.

      Despite all this Kenzie never hated her sister, she was never bitter about any of it. How could Selene possibly be to blame for an accident of fate? Neither of them could control how they were born. They could only make the best of what they were given by the Fates.

      She tossed her keys on the entrance table with a sigh and tapped her watch, pulling up the various programs she’d had installed.

      The Kavanaghs owned a split level mansion in San Francisco and she’d been given the lowest floor on her eighteenth birthday. It was honestly more than Kenzie had anticipated. Despite her status as abomination – a powerless witch – her parents kept her trust fund intact instead of breaking it up and taking it back.

      Not that she needed the money.

      She’d anticipated her family kicking her out of the house, but apparently that would look bad on them. And Fates forbid that they ever be tarnished with a scandal. Kenzie rolled her eyes as the lights came up slowly, leaving the floor dim and mysterious.

      Then she looked up at the family portrait she hadn’t had the heart to take down. It had come with the floor, furnished and perfect like everything her mother did, but no one had bothered to come down since her eighteenth birthday except Selene.

      Kenzie was no longer her family’s problem outside social obligations. As long as she didn’t do anything to embarrass them – they left her alone.

      The only reason she hadn’t removed the family portrait along with everything else her mother had stuffed into the floor was because Selene was sitting in her lap, arms wrapped around her neck, and Kenzie was smiling down at her.

      It was the most real thing in her life – that photo, the representation of her relationship with her baby sister.

      Kenzie stripped off the rest of her gear and tossed it in the fingerprint-locked front closet. She supposed she could cut the rest of her family out, but that’s not the way witches worked. They all had to suffer each other forever.

      At least her great-grandmother had the grace to die not long after Selene was named heir. Their mother ran the family until Selene took control when she turned eighteen – the youngest witch matriarch in generations.

      “How did it go?” Selene asked.

      Kenzie jumped and then cursed her sister up and down. “You know I hate when you do that,” she snapped, grabbing a long-sleeve shirt to cover the scars her grandmother had left on her body all those years ago.

      “You know I hate when you cover those up,” Selene returned mildly, standing from the couch where it looked like she’d fallen asleep. “I still have the potion to remove them if you want.”

      Kenzie didn’t want to feel exposed at the moment. She’d failed the mission and her old insecurities were rising to the surface yet again. Kenzie bared her teeth. “You know I don’t want to get rid of them. I want to remind everyone what they let happen to me for as long as they live.”

      Selene smiled gently at her – she was a thousand year old soul in the body of a nineteen year old. Her sister was wise, patient, gentle, and kind…all the things Kenzie was not. But that had always been the way with the two of them. Selene was the moon and the cool night sky and Kenzie burned hotter than the sun, nothing but pure flame and rage.

      They were the perfect balance, even if their family couldn’t see it. The universe knew – there always had to be balance. And if Kenzie had to be born without powers so someone as kind as Selene could have them all…that was okay with her.

      “I didn’t get the potion,” she told Selene, turning away from her sister and walking deeper into the house. “You have two floors all to yourself. Why are you down here?”

      “The house is too big when you’re gone, Kenz,” Selene said as she followed her through the kitchen and into the bedroom.

      Kenzie kicked off her boots and then went through her closet and down the steps into the underground room that was the size of her entire living room. She added it one year when the family went back to Ireland without her to meet the oldest living Irish Kavanagh witch.

      Only Selene knew it existed – and maybe Edith. The old crone was too smart for her own good.

      “What happened?” Selene asked as she sat in her usual chair. Anything not exactly ‘kosher’ was done in Kenzie’s workroom.

      The two of them were the cutting edge of tech magic. Not even Morgan could do what they did and she was the most powerful witch on the West Coast.

      Sitting down at her desk there were five monitors and three keyboards. Four different servers whirred as they ran her programs. “Three fox mercenaries from what I can gather. One of them said they were paid a lot of money to acquire the potion. But don’t worry; I was able to set a tracker on one of them.”

      Selene sighed. “I wonder how they knew you were stealing it tonight.”

      “So do I.”

      One of them had to be able to reach the dark web and navigate it, as good as her or better at computers. It was the only way anyone could possibly guess at her plans, and she’d been so careful to cover her tracks. That rankled. Kenzie prided herself on her computer skills. ‘Genius-level at the age of ten’ per her tutors and teachers. Not that her family cared. Tech magic was strange to the older generations.

      “It’s a shame they don’t recognize what you can do as valuable,” Selene murmured. “If I can replicate the potion I’ll make one for you.”

      She said it enough Kenzie knew it for what it was – an apology.

      “I don’t want witch powers,” Kenzie told her for the millionth time, but now she meant it.

      And Selene sensed it. She tilted her head and arched a black brow. “What changed?”

      Kenzie shrugged and started the tracking program. “I don’t need them. The only reason I would want them now is so I can finally be accepted by the witch community, but if that is the only thing that would get them to talk to me? Then fuck them.”

      “Yeah, fuck them.”

      She glanced over at her sister and Selene was grinning at her. “It’s no picnic, but I’d gladly hand over matriarch duties to you.”

      Kenzie snorted. “Hell no, going to this stupid Pride barbecue on the Fourth of July is going to be bad enough. At least I won’t have to kiss everyone’s ass too. I’ll make sure to bring extra Chapstick for you though.”

      Selene laughed and it was a beautiful sound. Her sister was perfection and Kenzie was glad she’d never felt the animosity towards her that she knew some sisters had. No, Selene was her baby sister – and they’d been best friends for years now.

      “I might need at least three tubes of Chapstick,” she admitted. “I still can’t believe you wanted to steal the potion so close to Samuel’s barbecue. It was a bit risky.”

      Kenzie leaned closer to the monitor and slid on her computer glasses. “But he also wouldn’t expect someone to be so stupid, so it was the perfect opportunity.”

      “If I don’t get my powers back I’ll have to hand over the title of matriarch to Martha, our lovely cousin,” Selene murmured, checking her long, red nails. “I don’t know how much longer I can hide this. Someone will figure it out, or someone with enough powers will be able to scry through Mom and Dad’s obfuscation spell.”

      “Found them,” Kenzie told her. “And no, Martha isn’t going to be matriarch, fuck that bitch. I’ll get this potion, Selene, I promise.”

      “Mackenzie! Don’t say that.”

      She flung herself around and the chair spun one full rotation before stopping in front of her sister. Crossing her arms over her chest she arched a brow in a silent question.

      Selene huffed and looked away. “She is a bit of a bitch, but you shouldn’t say so out loud.”

      “You warded this entire floor. I don’t think even Morgan could get in. We’re fine,” Kenzie scoffed. “Now, do you want to know where these bastards are, or not?”

      “Where are they?”

      Kenzie grinned. “Santa Rosa, California. They’re just up the coast. How much you want to bet I’ll find them on the Six Rivers Pride register?”

      Selene frowned. “Why would they steal from the Alpha of their Alpha?”

      It didn’t matter to Kenzie. She was more interested in how they’d managed to fool all her gear and then just…disappear. Shrugging she went back to her computers and started digging for more information. What could her programs find out about three mercenary fox shifters?

      “I don’t know, but I have to get the potion from them before they hand it off to their buyer. So give me some time to dig for that contract and I’ll update you tomorrow. Get some sleep, S. I’ll be home from work at two.”

      Selene got up and ran her fingers over the unfinished projects she’d had to abandon after losing her powers. “Are you going to go to sleep?”

      “Nah, I have to be at work at five thirty. I’ll sleep after I get home and update you. Then we’ll make a plan.”

      Selene gave her a hug around the shoulders. “It can’t be on the Fourth, just remember that. I need you by my side.”

      Kenzie rolled her eyes. “Yes, I know. And I’m not wearing that stupid dress you bought me.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      She glared at her sister’s retreating form and then turned back to her computers. The footsteps up the stairs in her living room faded and then disappeared altogether. Without her tech Kenzie was nothing more than a normal human – practically handicapped in the paranormal world.

      But some days, she preferred it that way.

      Securing the wireless surround sound headphones over her ears and putting on some music she went to work.
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        * * *

      

      No one in her family had said anything to her in days except Selene.

      Kenzie made as much noise as possible when she came home. She even parked her pink, restored 1976 VW Bug obnoxiously in front and went through the main door. Her parents looked up from their grimoires on the couch, but then looked back down.

      Not even a greeting.

      She tried not to let it bother her. If they knew…but no, they didn’t know. Selene didn’t want to tell them she was stealing it until after the potion had been retrieved.

      Ever since the curse stripped her sister of her powers, their parents had been working non-stop to find a way to get them back. Their main problem was they kept trying to work within the rules set by the Council of Paranormals.

      Kenzie knew nothing got done if you followed all the red tape those pompous assholes set out for everyone to constantly trip over.

      Making as much noise as possible just to piss off her family, she opened every cupboard in the kitchen, slammed them closed, and then stood in front of the refrigerator for five minutes. She had food downstairs, but Maria, the maid and cook, always left something special for her on the main floor.

      Grabbing the tamales she slammed the fridge door closed and suddenly her grandmother was there and glaring.

      “Enjoying your tantrum?” she demanded, peering down at Kenzie.

      Grinning she went up on her toes and pecked Grandma Edith’s cheek. “Quite. Where is my lovely sister and matriarch this fine afternoon?”

      Grandma Edith swatted her ass and shoved her towards the stairs. “Waiting for you in that dank and dusty place you call a home. Now eat and nap and then come see me so I can make sure your dress fits for the Fourth of July.”

      She groaned and grabbed the salsa Maria made from scratch on the kitchen island. “But Selene said I didn’t have to wear a dress.”

      “Don’t lie to me, lass. I’ll stick you on purpose with those damn pins.”

      “Mom!” Kenzie’s mother called from the living room, shocked.

      Grandma Edith rolled her eyes. “As if I don’t hear the words on that television.”

      Kenzie chuckled as she heard her grandma, and the only other soul who bothered with her in their family, making afternoon tea. If it weren’t for Edith, Kenzie may very well be dead. That wasn’t something she would ever forget.

      Martha, her bitchy cousin, came down the stairs right then to ruin her mood and sneered at her. “Enjoy your mundane, normal job today?”

      “I did,” Kenzie tossed back as she went down her stairs. “It gave me the access to lock you out of your favorite social media, permanently.”

      The angry shriek that followed her down was music to her ears. Kenzie pushed her computer glasses up her nose and went straight to the kitchen. She was starving. Even though she didn’t have powers, she was still a witch and witches burned up more energy than humans did.

      Selene must have heard the microwave because she came out of Kenzie’s bedroom and leaned against the wall. “What did you do to Martha this time? Just so you know I’m the one that gets to deal with her after you do whatever nonsense that ticks her off.”

      The microwave beeped and Kenzie couldn’t help her grin. Her ‘mundane’ job was something most humans would kill for. Working in Silicon Valley she was head hunted by top companies all the time. It was nothing for her to pick and choose. It was always good to keep employers on their toes and remind them not to take advantage of her or the other ‘mundane’ human engineers.

      Well, most of them were human.

      This job was at a brand new social media platform that was all the rage at the moment until the next one popped up. “I locked down her account.” Kenzie snickered and dumped the salsa over all three of the tamales and then grabbed a fork. “No hashtags for her anymore.”

      Selene rolled her eyes and led her back to the workroom. “Can’t say that I blame you, but can you give her access again? I don’t want to hear her mouth.”

      Sighing she plopped down at her desk and Selene went to her worktable, checking each project that was just waiting for her powers to return.

      “I suppose,” Kenzie said. “But I’m going to make her suffer for at least a week. It’ll remind her to keep her mouth shut about your powers.”

      “Fine,” Selene said with a long-suffering sigh as though she was the oldest and not Kenzie. “What did you find in the wee hours of the morning?”

      “Meet Hunter Wilson, Ash Miller, and Finnick Jones of the Six Rivers Pride,” she told Selene, pulling up the three profiles she’d dug up under some severe layers of encryption. “On the surface they’re just fox shifters in the diverse pride just north of us. Did you know they have tons of different shifters?”

      “Kenz, let’s get to the point,” Selene said leaning her elbows on the work table to prop her chin on her hands.

      She sighed. Her sister was so serious now that she was matriarch. Kenzie had spent too much time the night before looking through all the cat shifters, foxes, raccoons, and bunnies. Where was the connection and why? The Alpha was a lynx too which was different.

      Maybe it was the pride of outcasts or something.

      “Anyways,” she went on, taking a bite of her tamales. “They’re mercs for hire for the paranormal world. Completely legal licenses from what I found, but they have a separate contact on the darknets where they’ll do anything for the right amount of money.”

      “Assassinations?”

      Kenzie shook her head and grabbed a water bottle from her small fridge. “Nah, apparently they leave the professional killing to the ravens. They mostly do odd jobs like transportation, guard duty, security detail, finding people or things, and then apparently stealing stuff when they think the money is good enough.”

      “And who contracted them?”

      That piece of information had nearly made her late for work. Kenzie hadn’t been able to find anything on the contractor. “It was through about eight shell companies before I hit a wall. I’m working on breaking through the layers of security, but it’s going to take some time.”

      “You don’t think it’s the same person who cursed me, do you?”

      Kenzie set her food down and turned her full attention to her sister. “It might be. That bastard would do something like this. He has the money to.”

      Selene looked away and tapped one of the small frequency discs with her long red nail. “And all because I wouldn’t marry him.”

      “Men are fucking stupid,” Kenzie snapped, feeling that old rage come back. She wanted to hang the bastard from the Golden Gate Bridge upside down until his head burst from the blood pooling in his empty skull. “They always think everything is about them.”

      Selene shrugged and looked at the three fox shifters displayed on the biggest monitor above all the other ones. “So what were these guys like? Will you be able to steal the potion from them?”

      Kenzie studied the one with the burgundy hair. He was the leader of the trio, she’d bet her life on it, and the way he looked at her…it was best not to think about it. The one with black hair – like the paws of a fox – he was the one who’d wrapped his arm around her waist and held her like Kenzie had wished someone would so many times over the years.

      She gritted her teeth and clenched her fist. Bastards thought they could just steal from her…no doubt piggy-backing on all her hard work. It would serve them right when she took it back.

      “I didn’t take all those classes for my health,” she murmured.

      Parkour, gymnastics, tumbling, mixed martial arts, Muay Thai, Krav Maga, Brazilian Jiu-jitsu. She’d won medals and competitions and scholarships – then went on to learn Spanish and American Sign Language before giving up.

      Kenzie had gone through a period of desperately trying to make up for her existence and lack of powers. Nothing had been enough. Only Grandma Edith and Selene were there to watch her win Nationals and qualify for the U.S. Olympic gymnastics team. Then she’d walked away from the offer and that whole world when her parents hadn’t showed.

      The rest of her family could rot…but her parents?

      Now she didn’t give a shit. Kenzie stayed for Selene, to do and be everything her sister couldn’t just as she did for her.

      “I’ll get that potion back, I promise. And if I can’t get it I will dig until I find the spell. I promise you Selene, we’re not going to let Brad get away with this.”

      Selene just smiled at her, completely unworried. “I believe in you Kenz. I always have.”

      “Mackenzie, your dolls came in the mail!” Grandma Edith screeched down the stairs.

      She rolled her eyes. “Dammit Grandma, they’re action figures!”

      Selene covered her mouth and giggled. “Is it the limited edition Deadpool riding the unicorn you ordered weeks ago?”

      Kenzie nodded and eyed her sister. “You believe me right?”

      “Of course, you’ve never let me down big sis.” Selene got up and gave her a hug. “I’ll get the package, you get some rest. Don’t forget, the West Coast Pride has the barbecue tomorrow and we are their guests of honor. You’re wearing that dress, Kenz.”

      She sighed and knew it was a lost cause. Kenzie ate the last of her tamales and resigned herself to looking feminine in the boiling heat.

      There was nothing she wouldn’t do for her sister.
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      The drive to Samuel Erikson’s house wasn’t long after taking the ferry across the bay. To go around would have taken freaking forever and Kenzie could barely stand her family for ten minutes let alone four hours.

      “When we get there we have to greet the Alpha. Don’t act weird,” Selene whispered.

      Kenzie gave her a look. “You’re the one who needs to be normal. Stop wringing your damn hands.”

      Selene adjusted her dress and tucked her long, straight black hair behind her ear. Her sister was gorgeous in her black, strapless dress. The matriarch jewels she wore around her throat pulsated with power – which would hide her lack of it.

      Kenzie still thought it was unnecessary to get dressed up for a Fourth of July barbecue but this was how the richest shifter on the West Coast did things. He threw massive get togethers and invited every pride he was in charge of.

      They didn’t get together often, but every Fourth like clockwork they got the invite, which was strange that a shifter would invite a coven even if they did share San Francisco.

      Martha glared at her and Selene from across the limo. Kenzie rolled her eyes and looked away. The girl had always been bitter she hadn’t been named heir since she was older than Selene.

      Her aunt and uncle ignored her as usual. Her mother and her sister chatted quietly while the men stared at their phones. Kenzie didn’t know what other witch families were like, but hers had always been like this. The only exception was Grandma Edith who refused to mingle with all the shifters, so she’d stayed home.

      Selene would hopefully change things as matriarch, if Kenzie could get her powers back.

      The limo pulled up to the mansion at the edge of a state park. San Geronimo was in Marin County. It was close to the city but on the edge of nothing. Perfect for shifters and their need to run around in their animal form.

      A servant in a tux with white gloves opened her sister’s door first. When he helped her out her bare leg showed through the thigh high slit and Kenzie enjoyed watching the man blush. Selene was gorgeous and had had suitors since she was only thirteen.

      Prestigious witch families were a lot like high society. Selene was expected to make a good match with another powerful family, but now as matriarch she could do what she wanted and she’d turned down Brad’s proposal.

      Which was good. Kept Kenzie from having to poison him after they got married. Her mother had almost insisted on Selene going through with it, but the proposal came right after she’d turned eighteen otherwise they might have been stuck with that engagement.

      “Welcome, Matriarch Kavanagh. Master Samuel is expecting you in the backyard.”

      “Thank you,” Selene murmured, looking back for Kenzie.

      She waited like she was supposed to and took the servant’s hand. If she was wearing heels like Selene she would have actually needed it, but her brand new, purple Converse matched the dress perfectly. The servant’s mouth twitched when he saw the sneakers, like he wanted to smile.

      “Ms. Kavanagh,” he said politely.

      He wasn’t a witch, but a lesser shifter. Kenzie couldn’t tell which one, but she liked him immediately. It was only her own kind she had issues with. “Thank you,” she told him, and meant it.

      Everyone in the bay area knew who she was. They all heard the stories. And they could all clearly see the scars on her body thanks to the purple halter top gown Selene had picked out. Kenzie hated to admit it, but she loved how it complemented and still somehow clashed with her red hair.

      She’d even parted her long hair to show off the side she had shaved and the ear jewelry that tinkled from the top down to her lobes in a multitude of piercings. Each piece was enchanted for a different purpose, but looked harmless.

      “I trust the rest of the Bay Coven is here?” Kenzie asked, annoyed. She searched the grounds but didn’t see any of the witches who’d pushed for her powers to be revealed and supported her great-grandmother torturing her.

      “Most of them, Ms. Kavanagh. Enjoy the barbecue.”

      “Yeah, sure.” Kenzie followed slightly behind her sister. Witch politics were something else, but it was all she knew. She may be the oldest, but her sister was the matriarch. Technically she should be at the back of her family, but Selene was always insistent she stay nearby.

      Kenzie was her unofficial bodyguard at public functions.

      “Do you think Brad will be here?” Selene asked, whispering so their parents couldn’t hear.

      Kenzie tweaked the tech in her ear Selene had enchanted. So many voices, there had to be hundreds of people at the barbecue.

      “Probably. That’s what happens when you date within the coven, S.”

      Her sister sighed, but they walked through the front door and she had to put on a smile. Kenzie didn’t bother. No one liked her anyway.

      “Matriarch Kavanagh, it’s so lovely to see you,” the West Coast Pride Second said. He kissed both Selene’s cheeks and led her toward the backyard.

      Kenzie didn’t even pretend she was offended he’d basically ignored her. Shifters didn’t really like witches to begin with and they barely tolerated the heads of families. The coven was only invited to be polite.

      She looked around as they walked. There was usually a hunter or two at these events as well. Sometimes even a demon. Maybe this would be more fun than she originally thought.

      “Samuel is right over there,” the Second told Selene, pointing across the massive backyard where the drop dead gorgeous white tiger grilled various meats and veggies.

      Kenzie’s eyebrows rose to see the Alpha of Alphas grilling. Didn’t he have peons to do that?

      Then her stomach fluttered with nerves. This was the man she’d tried to steal from – and had almost succeeded if it wasn’t for those bastard foxes.

      Would they be here? Kenzie scoffed at herself, it was unlikely. Not even they were that stupid.

      “Samuel, thank you for inviting us,” Selene said softly, kissing each of the tiger’s cheeks.

      Kenzie nodded in agreement but didn’t say anything.

      “This is my sister Kenzie, and the rest of the American Kavanagh clan.” Selene continued on to make introductions but the white tiger wouldn’t stop staring at Kenzie.

      It made her fidget. Her charms should keep the tiger from being able to scent her or her emotions and dim the sound of her heart. But it didn’t mean he couldn’t stare her down and gauge for himself what he thought.

      So Kenzie held his gaze. She was not a shifter so that dominance crap didn’t work on her. She even refused to blink despite the smoke from the barbecue. Finally he interrupted her sister’s introductions.

      “You two are on the cutting edge of tech magic aren’t you?” he asked, as politely as one could for being rude.

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      Kenzie let her sister talk, wondering if he knew where she’d been the other night. Had she slipped up somewhere?

      Samuel smiled. “But you don’t have powers, right Kenzie? So how is that possible?”

      Before Selene could make nice Kenzie cut in. “No, I don’t have powers as everyone in San Francisco knows. But I build the tech. Selene enchants it.”

      The tiger cocked his head. “What are you working on now?”

      “It’s really none of your business.”

      Her sister shot her a look and her parents gasped behind her, but no. This guy was a billionaire. She wasn’t going to just hand over information to a competitor. He may not deal in enchantments, but his company was one of the most profitable startups in a decade. Clean, affordable energy or something like that.

      Finally Samuel laughed and the tension eased. “You’re right, but I’ve loved some of the stuff you two have shared with the community. Are you currently employed, Kenzie?”

      She wanted to turn around and stick her tongue out at her family. Someone knew she was worth more than the lack of magic in her veins. Even if it was the guy she’d tried to steal from.

      “I am, Alpha,” Kenzie admitted. “I work in Silicon Valley for one of the new social media platforms.”

      “I’ve been wondering about some of your work. Do you think you could make an appointment with my secretary and come by sometime next week?” Samuel turned back to the grill to turn the hot dogs and she shared a look with Selene.

      Was this just a coincidence or was there another reason he wanted her to come by?

      “I’ll think about it, Alpha,” Kenzie finally said. “Would you like something to drink, Selene?”

      “Wine, thank you.”

      Kenzie left to let her sister make nice with the Alpha so she could breathe. Holy fuck. Thank god for her enchantments or he’d know for sure she was hiding something from him.

      Martha grabbed her wrist and Kenzie looked up to see her parents glaring at her. “How dare you speak to the Alpha like that?” she hissed, face contorted with her hatred.

      Kenzie glanced at her aunt who looked bored, but had no intention of stopping her daughter. Then she looked to her parents.

      “You should be more grateful,” her mother snapped.

      Kenzie was stronger than anyone remembered. She ripped her arm out of Martha’s grasp and her cousin stumbled forward, falling in a heap on the ground when her heels got caught on the grass.

      “I’m grateful every day that Edith saved me,” Kenzie said. She wasn’t loud, but every shifter in the backyard could probably hear her. “I’m grateful I have more brains than power, and I’m grateful you left Selene to me to raise otherwise she might have turned into the nasty bitch Martha is. Don’t forget, Mother,” she spat. “You should be grateful your mother kept my death from staining this family’s reputation.”

      Her scars were white with age, but they glittered under the summer sun and she stalked through the crowds of people she didn’t know until she found the bar. Kenzie tried not to think of the weight of everyone’s gaze and attention as she ordered two shots of whiskey.

      “My friend Jessica would approve of your choice in beverages,” a cultured male voice stated. He reached for one of the shots, but Kenzie’s hand shot out and she gripped his wrist hard enough to break it if she wanted.

      When she looked up she saw a man with tight brown curls and a gentle face. His white linen suit was tailored perfectly to his muscular frame. “Demon,” she stated, recognizing the feel of his power instantly.

      “Eisheth,” he responded with a smile. “May I please have one of these shots? Shifters make me gag, but I’m here at the request of a queen.” He sighed laboriously. “It’s not a good idea to make her mad right now. The hormones alone, gah.”

      Slowly Kenzie released him. So many times she’d prayed for a demon, wishing she knew just one name to beg for the power she should have been born with.

      It was like he knew. He sipped the drink instead of downing it and looked at her over the rim of the glass. “Still want to make a deal?” he asked, tilting his head slightly. “I can make that happen if you’d like.”

      Kenzie threw the shot back and ordered two more rounds. She downed the second before bothering to answer. “I didn’t think there was anything I wouldn’t give up a few years ago. But now? I think I’m okay.”

      Eisheth patted her cheek like she imagined a father would, pleased with his child. “You’re more than okay, my little forest fire. I’m glad you made it. Now where’s my little queen?” He turned around and searched the crowd. It was strange, he spoke like they were all his children.

      Kenzie had no idea who he was talking about, but she didn’t bother to ask. Eisheth was the first demon she’d ever met, but he wasn’t anything like she’d expected. He was a thousand times better.

      “Ah, there she is. Piper darling! Let’s drink these right up before she sees us, and then bitches that she can’t drink.” Eisheth downed his shots like a husband caught cheating on a diet.

      Kenzie snorted and downed her own when she caught sight of the pregnant woman with three big men around her. She’d never seen Piper before in person, but she recognized her instantly from the article on the Witchly News.

      This was the one Circe had tried to sacrifice to curse an entire pride. Samuel had not been pleased from what Kenzie had gathered from all the chatter on the internet. This one was another survivor.

      There was something she recognized in the female. It was bone deep and strange. Kenzie knew she’d never really be friends with someone like Piper, but this girl had fought for her life and won.

      Piper studied her from head to toe while her leopards bristled at Kenzie. Whatever thread the Fates had connected them with, Piper felt it too because she grinned wide and opened her arms for a hug.

      It was so unexpected Kenzie found herself awkwardly hugging the pregnant Alpha female around her belly before she knew what she was doing.

      “What lost soul have you found this time, Eisheth?” Piper asked.

      The demon grinned and kissed her on both cheeks. “She’s a forest fire, little queen. Kenzie will burn the world down and make a new one.”

      Kenzie narrowed her eyes at the demon. His powers were beyond her comprehension, but she didn’t like prophecies regardless of who gave them. “Or I will finally irritate everyone enough they leave this world and I can enjoy the silence,” she snapped.

      Piper chuckled and introduced Kenzie to her three mates. “Caleb, Xavier, and Niko. Are you a witch? I don’t meet many who smell like nothing.”

      Kenzie looked away and searched the crowd for her sister. Selene was laughing and chatting with Samuel. She narrowed her eyes when the Alpha placed his hand on her sister’s waist. There was no way she was going to let that happen.

      “Kind of,” she finally replied. “When are your babies due?”

      Kenzie loved babies. There were so few of them in witch families.

      “Six more months,” Piper beamed. “Would you like to feel?”

      Her eyes widened when the leopard grabbed her hand and placed it on her round belly. With twins she already looked like she was nearing six months, not three. Kenzie glanced at her mates, but two were smiling at her shocked face and the third, dark-skinned one just looked uncomfortable.

      Another shifter who didn’t like witches. What a surprise.

      Kenzie removed her hand, trying not to think about the little feet she’d felt kicking at her hand. “Congratulations. I should go. I know relations between our kind are…strained. This is a pride function. I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Xavier can be an ass, but you should stay,” Piper insisted. “I don’t know anyone here and I like you.”

      Kenzie glanced at Xavier and he stared her down. She bared her teeth at him. “I can’t do magic. Get over yourself.”

      Xavier blinked in surprise. “You can’t do magic?”

      “Geez, where are you guys from?” Kenzie angled so she could see Selene and ordered her sister the wine. Things like legal drinking age didn’t matter in the paranormal world when one was the matriarch of an entire witch clan.

      “Crescent City,” Caleb responded, his deep voice surprising her. “We’re pretty secluded up there, but we come down for most of these events. The last eight years we’ve been overseas every summer though.”

      Kenzie glanced at the quiet one, Niko, who had his arm wrapped around Piper so he could rub her belly. It reminded her of the way the fox had held her.

      Instantly she looked away, embarrassed she’d even had the thought.

      “Ms. Kavanagh, here’s that wine,” the shifter behind the bar said quietly. He gave her a nod of respect and Kenzie thanked him.

      “You should stay out of the sun in this heat,” Kenzie told Piper. “Get your mates to bring you some iced lemonade with mint. It’ll help with the nausea.”

      Before anyone could say anything more she left with the wine. Something about shifters and their mated bliss always made her uncomfortable. And if Kenzie were honest with herself, she was a little bit jealous.

      With her auditory charm she listened in even when she didn’t want to.

      “I like her,” Piper said.

      “Let’s find you a comfortable seat in the shade,” Niko told her.

      “Don’t worry, little queen. That one can take care of herself,” Eisheth promised.

      Then they moved away and Kenzie couldn’t hear anything more over the general murmur and chatter of a hundred other voices including whatever atmospheric music the West Coast Pride had playing.

      Kenzie elbowed through the crowd and then put herself between her sister and the Alpha. “Your wine, dear sister.”

      Selene thanked her, but she only had eyes for the Alpha.

      “We should go greet the rest of the coven,” Kenzie said pointedly as she glared at Samuel’s back.

      “Yes, thank you Kenzie.”

      Selene followed her down to the lower level of the grounds where tables and chairs were set up around a small dance floor. Most of the coven was there already. Kenzie couldn’t wait to get this shit over with.

      “Kenzie,” Selene hissed.

      “S, I don’t care how gorgeous that man is, you’re not dating a white tiger shifter who has a seat on the Council of Paranormals, who runs not only a massive company, but also rules over every cat shifter on the West Coast.”

      “Shut up for a minute,” Selene hissed again. “Isn’t that Finnick?”

      Kenzie had a sinking feeling in her stomach when she followed her sister’s pointed finger to a bright redheaded man laughing with someone she didn’t know. Where there was one…yup, there was Ash, the black-haired fox, and then not far from him was Hunter.

      The burgundy haired male looked up and across the backyard the size of a football field at her and they made eye contact. Kenzie felt her heart start pounding. Was he going to out her to Samuel? Did they have the potion?

      Hunter crooked his finger and then headed towards the tree line.

      Kenzie shared a look with Selene. What the hell should she do?

      “Go,” Selene told her. “I’ll be fine. But stay safe and scream if you need to.”

      “You know I can take care of myself,” Kenzie muttered, already stomping towards the trees. She was going to find out what they wanted, and then she was going to find that potion before they could hand it off.

      They weren’t going to fool her twice.
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      Her heart pounded as she grew closer. All three of them had peeled off from the crowd and the barbecue to disappear among the trees. Kenzie’s hand strayed to the knives strapped to her thigh under the billowy dress. Her other thigh holster had a few nasty charms left over from Selene’s last batch.

      Kenzie had to use those sparingly. She didn’t know when she’d be able to get more – soon if she had anything to say about it.

      The second the leaves of the trees shaded her from the hot sun she stopped. Kenzie tilted her head slightly and unfocused her eyes, concentrating on the sounds of the forest. Her auditory charm made each note from the birds crystal clear, the shuffle of leaves loud, and the whisper of the wind told her secrets.

      If she wanted she could adjust it again and the whispers would be translated, but Kenzie didn’t have the time to listen to spirits and their secrets.

      The only natural thing she’d been born with was her mind and her nose. Kenzie sniffed. The wind smelled like wet soil and the pine of the evergreens. Underneath those strong smells were the flowers, a lingering smell of animal fur, and something electric. It was a hint of power and she turned.

      There they were.

      The one at the center – he was tall, but not the tallest. His burgundy hair looked like a jewel among all the green. Hunter. He tilted his head as he studied her. She could tell he was trying to get her scent.

      Then he pulled his hand out of his pocket and Kenzie clenched her hands into fists when she saw the potion.

      “Would you take off your charm?” Hunter asked. “It’s…strange not to know your scent.”

      Kenzie looked to the black-haired one, Ash. The memory of his arm around her waist made her cheeks heat and she hated herself for how badly she wanted him to do it again. Ash crossed his arms over his broad chest and his blue eyes sparkled when he gave her a mischievous grin, like he knew exactly what she was thinking.

      But these foxes looked more like really fit human men than the larger predator shifters did in their human forms. They were still gorgeous, but not massive like Samuel was. She wondered for a brief moment if the foxes had that brutal strength shifters whispered about. Like the Fates had taken pity on their size and made them strong enough to take on a wolf – sometimes stronger.

      Then Finnick ran his hand through his flame-red hair and walked forward. Kenzie knew she should keep her eyes on Hunter, but this one had been the first she’d seen. Something about his charm had an edge to it, but the way he grinned at her – it was infectious and she desperately wanted to know the joke.

      “Did you know foxes can feed on chaos and pain?” Finnick asked. His voice was serious despite the expression on his face and it made Kenzie jump, like he’d scared her. “I can taste your pain.”

      “What do you want from me?” she demanded, watching the way Finnick circled her.

      “We want to know what you smell like first,” Hunter told her. “Maybe I’ll give you the potion for it.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “What do you want with my scent?” She’d kept it a secret for years. No one knew her true scent. It was her only weapon against the shifters.

      “To know you,” Ash told her, stepping forward to circle in the other direction.

      Hunter smiled and tucked his hands back in his pockets. “Take off the charm, and I’ll tell you why we’re here. Maybe…maybe we can make a deal.”

      Hope flared for a brief moment before she crushed it. These were foxes. Stereotypes were true for a reason. Most avoided foxes because they were impossible to trust. But…if he’d give her the potion? What was she willing to do for it – for Selene?

      Slowly she reached up. Each earring was enchanted to help her exist in the paranormal world. Two were for scent, another to mask the sound of her heart and her breathing, and then the fourth was to enhance her senses like sight and smell. The last was to give her strength when she activated it – enough strength to take down a bear shifter if she needed to, but only for an hour.

      Without powers she was more vulnerable than she would ever admit. Without her charms she was defenseless against any paranormal being. Her hands shook as she removed them all. No need to give away which charms did what.

      Once they all twinkled in the palm of her hand she glared at Hunter and put them in her dress pocket, daring him to get closer so she could snatch the potion from his pocket.

      Her auditory charm still in her ear helped her hear the sound of the underbrush being crushed by Ash’s foot as he came up behind her. His hand brushed down her arm and she shivered.

      Kenzie knew they could hear the beating of her heart now, they could hear her breathing quicken as she felt Ash brush his nose against the back of her neck. She blushed, knowing they could smell how nervous she was – how much she liked the way he touched her.

      Clenching and unclenching her hands she focused on her breathing – control. That’s what she’d learned among the humans. Perfect, unwavering control. She’d spent too many years relying on her charms. Kenzie needed to practice more.

      Ash jerked back from her and growled. “Mate,” he hissed, baring his teeth.

      Kenzie bared hers right back. “No,” she snapped. “I am not.”

      Finnick’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “She’s your mate? How fun. Let me smell.”

      Kenzie wanted them to get the fuck away from her, but she wanted the potion more. How close would Hunter get?

      Ash got in her face, his blazing blue eyes searching hers. “Whether you like it or not, you’re mine.”

      “I can deny the bond.”

      He grinned then, slow and full of fire. “Sure, but only if you mean it.”

      A flicker of doubt ran through her.

      And then Finnick’s hand on her bare shoulder had her whipping around to smack his hand away. “Mate,” he said, grinning like he’d won the lottery. “You can hit me if you want. I like it rough.”

      “I am not your mate. Even if I wanted to, I can’t be both of yours.”

      Hunter strolled right up to her then, the toes of his boots brushing the tips of her Converse. He looked down at her, so close she had to crane her neck up to look into those strange, glittering brown eyes of his. When the sun hit them they glittered like liquid gold.

      Despite her common sense she was entranced by him, by the strange musky scent he exuded with its hint of sharp citrus. “Foxes can mate in triads like the felines,” Hunter murmured, examining the line of her jaw like he thought it might hold the answer to whatever question he had. “It’s entirely possible, especially considering how close the three of us are.”

      Then his hand shot out, so quick she barely even registered the motion until his large, calloused hand wrapped around her throat. Her heart pounded so hard it was difficult to breathe, but when she had a second to evaluate the situation she realized his touch was so gentle it was barely there.

      His thumb brushed along the column of her throat and damn her, she shivered again, eyes closing as the touch filled her with a strange electricity.

      Kenzie’s eyes shot open when Hunter bent to run his nose from the top of her shoulder all the way to her throat until he was just under her jaw. His lips against her bare ear felt…delicious.

      “The taste of your pain is intoxicating, mate,” Hunter murmured against her skin.

      His words felt like a confession.

      And her heart raced in response. It was difficult to get her mind to focus, but she let him touch her; let him taste her while her fingers reached for the potion. Kenzie was deft and swift. The bottle was in her hand before anyone could make a move.

      In one smooth motion she knocked Hunter off of her and kicked back and up, her heel catching Ash right under the jaw. It wasn’t enough to drop him, but he was dazed. Finnick laughed as he reached for her, like they were playing a game and not brawling for her sister’s future.

      Kenzie didn’t like when people underestimated her.

      Finnick grabbed her arm and twisted it, spinning her around until her back was against his chest. Then he yanked back so her forearm choked her and Kenzie was painfully aware of how hard his dick was. It was more difficult than she wanted to admit to banish the thought of him naked in the vault.

      Using his hold she brought up both legs and kicked Ash again right in the chest as he came towards her. He stumbled backward and then she brought all her weight down hard, throwing Finnick over her shoulder.

      Kenzie was about to run but Hunter was suddenly there, gripping her throat hard enough to keep her in place. It promised pain if she moved, but as she stilled it felt more like a caress.

      Something about the way he looked at her was frightening, but Kenzie wasn’t sure what it was.

      His eyes were so dark. He was so deadly serious, but at the same time – nothing was serious to him. Not if the potion meant nothing, not if he’d risked Samuel finding out about the theft just by coming to the barbecue.

      “I still have a question for you, mate,” Hunter said softly – like they had all the time in the world.

      Kenzie swallowed. Her pulse racing as she stared into those golden eyes. She saw the end of everything she loved there, but she also saw something strange – hope in a desolate place.

      “Why do you want the potion?” Hunter asked.

      He was as strong as the rumors said. It took only one hand to hold her in place while the other reached in his pocket, and she knew he could snap her neck without even really trying. Out came a bottle identical to the one she’d just taken. Glancing down she saw the liquid in her bottle was pink, not the iridescent purple she needed.

      Snarling at him, his grip tightened and she choked. “I like when you do that,” Hunter said. “But do it again and I’ll hurt you. I just need to know the answer to the question.”

      Kenzie tapped his hand. He eased up just enough so she could speak. “Go to hell.”

      Finnick snickered. “Oh we’re meant to be. I love her so much already.”

      Ash just smiled. “We’ve already been to hell. It’s nicer than you’d think.”

      Hunter didn’t look angry at her outburst; he just studied her, stroking her neck with his thumb again. “It’s important I know why you want the potion,” he whispered to her, leaning forward just a little. “I need to know who you are.”

      “And my scent wasn’t enough?”

      Hunter let go of her and it threw her completely off balance mentally, emotionally, and physically. Kenzie stumbled and barely kept herself from falling when the hem of her dress got caught underneath her sneaker.

      “It’s never enough, although you smell exactly like I thought you would.” Hunter flashed a grin at her, but then it was gone without a trace and Kenzie wondered if she’d imagined it. “Cinnamon and fire and blood and…burnt sugar.”

      Kenzie glanced back toward the Alpha’s mansion when the sounds suddenly filtered in and she felt disoriented. How did these three send her so off kilter so quickly? And she was their…mate. That’s what she got for being jealous of shifters.

      Be careful what you wish for, you just might get it.

      “Why do you want the potion?” Hunter asked again, slipping his hands back into his pockets. Somehow he managed to sound like he was asking her for the first time – like the answer didn’t matter to him.

      Kenzie considered the cost of her reply. Could she play their game? How could she answer without answering? If she told him the whole truth then he could sell that information to the highest bidder. A matriarch without a lick of power?

      It was more dangerous than going to the Council for justice. Selene had refused. This was witch business. The Council didn’t need to be involved.

      She glanced back again, imagining she could see her sister among the crowds of shifters, chatting with the coven and probably wondering what had happened to her. Kenzie tossed the wrong potion back to Hunter, not bothering to wonder what it was.

      Then she slowly and deliberately put each earring back on until her ear glittered once more. Having them back settled her and she contemplated her answer. It was strange the stillness with which they waited – all three of them were predators despite the stigma against the smaller shifters, and she didn’t want to test their vicious ferocity.

      “It’s not for me,” she told him. “Despite my situation.”

      “Then who is it for?” Ash asked.

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “Baby sister I bet,” Finnick said slyly, glancing at Hunter. “She smells off. There’s no tang of power.”

      “You stay the fuck away from her,” Kenzie hissed, pointing her finger right at Finnick, she even took a step forward.

      Everything in her said to silence him before he could spread the information. But if he could smell it…her anger faltered. “Can they all tell?” she asked, her voice sounding more vulnerable than she wanted.

      Something in the three of them softened at the sound of it too.

      “I doubt it, the necklace was a good cover,” Ash reassured her.

      “Her tits are also distracting,” Finnick said without a hint of a smile or a joke – only truth. “That works too.”

      “Foxes aren’t like feline or wolf shifters,” Hunter said, still studying her like he just wanted to understand. “Some of our abilities aren’t shared. We can smell things that aren’t…corporeal. Taste the air and know what is there – what has been left by others.”

      “For example,” he said, taking a step closer and trailing a finger just above her biggest scar. “I can taste the pain and emotion that was stitched into your skin with this scar. If I want to look hard enough, I can see the memory.”

      Kenzie shuddered. “They’re not pleasant.”

      “They rarely are,” Hunter admitted.

      Ash was close enough his arm brushed hers. “But you survived.”

      “Are these scars fucking runes?” Finnick asked. “This is the worst coolest thing ever.”

      For some reason that made her smile even though she didn’t want to. “Yeah, pretty much. Now give me the damn potion. I took off my charms.”

      Hunter grinned and a sick feeling twisted in her stomach. “I never promised to give it to you; I just said I might if you let us scent you.”

      Fuck.

      Totally her fault for not locking that down. Kenzie was pissed at herself. She should know better. Crossing her arms over her chest in irritation she glared at all three of them.

      “So, what do you want for it?”
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      The witch was his mate.

      Ash watched her glance between the three of them, but she knew the real threat and kept her eyes on Hunter.

      Finnick was already completely infatuated with her.

      Ash…he wasn’t sure how he felt.

      She was fucking gorgeous though and the reason she wanted the potion so badly tugged at a place deep inside, a place he’d buried long ago when Hunter had found him bleeding out in the mud during a massive rainstorm.

      Without Hunter he wouldn’t be here and now he was in a mate triad with him. Ash wasn’t sure how he felt about that either.

      Kenzie looked at him again and he burned inside. The feel of her against him hadn’t left his thoughts since he’d first taken that potion from her. He wanted her, desperately. And he didn’t even really know why.

      Was she a mirror of him, or something else?

      His eyes fell to the scars on her body – the runes someone had carved into her skin. Her great-grandmother per the full night of research he’d done on the Kavanagh clan once they’d figured out who she was.

      Ash glanced at Finnick. He wondered if anyone would refuse the bond. Finnick probably wouldn’t, but Hunter might.

      What would happen then? Fox triads weren’t common. He didn’t think it would be like with the cats. Maybe each of them could make their own choice. Ash studied Hunter.

      The man was obsessed, but he couldn’t figure out exactly what about. With Kenzie, but what was it about her that he was obsessed with? Hunter never fixated on one person like this; he never risked his livelihood for someone he didn’t know.

      And they were all ready to hand the potion over to her if she’d take their offer. Talking about it they’d come to this decision together and Ash had never liked Brad anyway, no matter how powerful he was. At the time money was money, but this…this was his mate.

      She had smelled like burnt sugar – a bit like caramel. How was that even possible?

      “So, what do you want for the potion?” Kenzie pressed when no one answered her the first time.

      “We want you to do a job with us,” Hunter said. “No questions asked. You complete the job and you can have the potion, but not until we’ve received our payment. It would be a fair exchange considering the money we’d lose if we don’t turn this in.”

      Her eyes narrowed and the bright blue flashed dangerously. She had fire and spunk and strength. But Ash just wanted to hold her so she could have a moment to rest after a lifetime of pain and sorrow.

      Baring his teeth at her he started to pace. Ash didn’t like these feelings. He didn’t like feeling at all. Feelings were weakness and they made everything messy. Would he deny the mate bond?

      What did he even want?

      Ash didn’t know. And that was the problem. It was difficult to make a stand when he wasn’t even sure where the ground was.

      “A job? That’s it?” Kenzie asked, eyeing the way Ash paced like he might pounce on her again.

      And fuck, he wanted to. He wanted to shove her to the ground and take everything she would give him, ripping her nails down his back until he bled and scarred, marked by her forever. He laughed, feeling like a crazy person with these thoughts rattling around in his head.

      “A job,” Hunter said with a nod. “We will work together making the plan. Your skills are impressive. Having someone like you on the team would be invaluable.”

      And he was right. Kenzie wasn’t just a sexy woman who could tear her way through the darknets like she’d made them herself. She was agile and strong and could hit him hard enough he could feel the bruise before it healed – without super human strength either.

      Ash liked that his mate could take care of herself – that she would be an equal.

      Fuck – she was just a woman and he wasn’t even sure he wanted her to be his mate.

      “There is a job we were offered,” Ash told her. “By none other than your grandmother Edith. She wants us to take this Brad down, to gather what information we can to ruin him. You are in a unique position to help us.”

      Kenzie turned to face him, and he liked how she gave him all of her attention, turning her back on Hunter which was both brave and stupid. Considering how her hands shook she knew it too. She glared at him and Ash stopped pacing, barely an inch from her.

      He wanted to smell her again, but she wouldn’t remove that charm after the first time.

      Breathing deep anyway, he took in the scent of her metal and ozone, imagining the burnt sugar and spice he knew was there even if he couldn’t smell it. But he could still detect the agony in her scars and it made his hands clench into fists as he gritted his teeth.

      The old witch deserved to be brought back to life for what she’d done just so he could tear her to pieces with nothing more than his teeth.

      “Brad hates me,” Kenzie told him. “I doubt I’ll be very helpful, but I’d love to destroy him for what he did to my sister. Can’t we just kill him?”

      Ash laughed. He knew exactly why Hunter was obsessed now. Somehow she complemented all three of them. Hunter had picked up on it in that way of his – terrifyingly perceptive. Not only was she viciously fun and straight to the point – Kenzie had the soul of a fox. She had the capability of playing with them, and once she figured that out…

      The gods help him – Ash knew when that happened he’d never want to let her go.

      “We can’t kill him per the contract,” Ash said, smiling wide. He reached out, wanting to touch her, but then dropped his hand. He wanted her permission more. It was worth nothing if he had to take it. “We have to take him down politically, financially, and without a trace.”

      Kenzie smiled at him and something flickered in his heart at the sight. What did he want? He better figure it out fast before she took his choice from him, stealing his heart right from underneath him.

      “This sounds like fun. When do we get started?”

      Ash backed away and looked at Finnick. He and Hunter had done their part. Now it was Finnick’s. This was the way the three of them worked, dividing and conquering. He walked over to Hunter and kept his eyes on the tree line instead of Kenzie.

      He slid his eyes sideways and studied his best friend and leader. Hunter had saved his life ten years ago and they’d been inseparable since. Hunter was quieter, but Ash could read him almost as well as Finnick thanks to the years of working together.

      Was he going to accept the mate bond with Kenzie?

      Studying him, Ash could see as plain as day that Hunter didn’t know what he wanted either. Kenzie was supposedly made for them, but she would change their entire lives. Or would she? Ash narrowed his eyes at Hunter and finally he turned and smiled at him.

      This deal with her had nothing to do with her set of skills. Hunter had set it up as a test to see if she would fit into their life – if they could find a place for her, learn about her, and let her learn about them with no promises from anyone.

      Ash grinned. Even he was occasionally surprised by Hunter’s ability to play these games. Pain always honed these kinds of skills and foxes knew pain better than most.

      “So, do you like pineapple and Canadian bacon pizza?” Finnick asked. “It’s like my main food group on a job, and if you can’t handle pineapple on pizza maybe the universe was wrong about this whole mate thing.”

      Even with his back turned Ash could hear the laughter in her voice as she spoke. “I’m still not your mate, but pineapple on pizza is meant to be. I think we’ll be fine. So, what’s the plan?”

      “Come to this address tomorrow night and bark three times, and then all your dreams will come true.”

      Ash had to cover his mouth so he didn’t laugh. He wanted to hear her bark just as badly as Finnick did. Would it sound like a fox? For some reason he thought it would.

      Hunter had the ghost of a smile on his lips. “Thank you for meeting with us, Kenzie. Your secrets are safe with us.”

      “Safer than a Catholic virgin,” Finnick promised. “Actually, would it be safer to say a virgin nun? Catholics don’t always make it to marriage. Especially if I have anything to say about it.”

      “Finnick!” Ash yelled, desperately trying not to laugh, so he turned and glared at his other best friend. “Let’s fucking go already and stop flirting.”

      Finnick sauntered over and they walked through the forest to where they’d hidden their Jeep.

      “That’s considered flirting?” Kenzie muttered before turning around. “Fates help me.”

      He couldn’t hold it in anymore. Ash laughed his ass off as they got into the Jeep. At least she had a sense of humor. The next few months would definitely not be boring.
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      The rest of the barbecue had gone smoothly despite everything. Kenzie half expected Samuel to ask where she went, or Brad to butt into their lives again, but Brad hadn’t gone to the party. So, there was that small bit of peace.

      No one spoke the entire way home. Kenzie didn’t care. There was nothing she wanted to say to anyone but her sister anyway. The way Selene tapped at the stones of the necklace; her sister had a million questions.

      And Kenzie had a million for Edith. Just what in the hell did her grandmother think she was doing? If someone found out she’d put out a contract for mercenaries to take down Brad…well it wouldn’t be good, that’s for sure.

      But the entire way back to the Kavanagh mansion, right smack in the middle of San Francisco, she kept going back to her interaction with the three foxes who’d called her ‘mate.’

      What did she even think about that – how did she feel about that?

      Kenzie was still reeling from sensory overload. The three of them pushed and pulled at her in ways she didn’t really understand. Part of it was the way they played off one another. She could see it in how they looked at each other, then the way they didn’t look at each other and just knew.

      Finnick was the wild card, the one who distracted and misdirected. And he was good at it. Kenzie couldn’t help but watch him when he moved, listen when he spoke, and her eyes were drawn to the fire-red of his hair – the green of his eyes. It was even in the way he walked, an almost swagger that hid the smooth and deadly muscles and the very real strength he had.

      He was the tallest and he was also the funniest. His stupid little quips that were more serious than he let on made her smile even when she wanted to slap the shit out of him.

      Then there was the black-haired Ash.

      Ash was muscular, and slightly taller than Hunter, but not as tall as Finnick. Ash was also built slim, but sturdy. The muscles in his arms were to die for though and she wouldn’t forget the feel of his abs and chest on her back for a long time.

      But mate?

      Ash didn’t know if he wanted her either. None of them really did, not even Finnick. Kenzie doubted they’d wanted her scent to know if she was a mate. No, they just…wanted it.

      But her knowledge of shifters was mostly of the felines. There weren’t any wolves close by, the lesser shifters kept to themselves, and no one really paid any attention to the Six Rivers Pride.

      What these foxes had been able to pick up from scent alone…Kenzie shuddered as she remembered what Hunter had said about the essence left on the air – in skin. Her painful memories were stitched into her scars and they could read them. Part of her was horrified and the other part was fascinated.

      What else could they get a read on? Now she wanted to get them in a room with Brad to see what they could learn.

      Fucking Brad. Bastard deserved to get thrown into the bay with weights tied to his ankles. Drowning was almost too good for him. Being burned alive would be ironic and also appropriate.

      Kenzie had a sudden flash of Hunter with his hand on her neck and she felt a multitude of things that were difficult to process. She was a bit embarrassed he’d bested her so easily, so quickly. Filing that away for later, she also was fixated on the fact that he’d been so careful not to actually hurt her.

      He was the one she didn’t understand. Oh she knew he was dangerous, but Kenzie couldn’t get a read on him at all. There just wasn’t anything there for her to find out. There was no ulterior motive to his questions.

      Nothing but his obsession with figuring out why she wanted the potion.

      He’d wanted to know the answer enough to seek her out, to keep it instead of handing it over to the buyer.

      Why?

      The limo pulled up to the house and Kenzie jumped out of the car. One more minute breathing the same air as her family was too much. She held the door open for Selene and then slammed it in Martha’s face.

      She wasn’t anyone’s slave anymore.

      “You shouldn’t provoke them,” Selene muttered.

      “I don’t give a fuck about them.”

      Her sister sighed but didn’t push it. “I’ll deal with them, change, and then meet you down in the workroom. Did you get enough to eat?”

      “I’ll grab something before I go down.” Kenzie watched her sister go into the clan’s spell room – where she wasn’t welcome. After all these years it still bothered her.

      She stomped up the stairs instead, all the way to the attic, four floors up. House was too damn old and Selene didn’t want to put an elevator in. But Edith preferred to work in the attic of all places. Kenzie guessed that’s why she’d claimed the top floor.

      “Hey Gram-Gram,” she said, ducking her head under the low doorframe.

      “You know I hate it when you call me that.”

      “I know.” Kenzie watched Grandma Edith grind something pungent in a bowl and then she stopped to sprinkle something else in there. “Can I talk to you?”

      Her grandmother arched a perfect brow but nodded, jerking her chin to the overstuffed armchair where Kenzie sometimes read while she worked. Edith had never said the words ‘I love you’ but she’d said ‘I’m proud of you’ more than once and that was more than enough in Kenzie’s world.

      She wasn’t sure why Edith had stood up for her and taken her side, protecting her against the clan until Selene was old enough to do so. One day she would ask her.

      The woman was nearing seventy years old but she was svelte and stylish. Somehow she didn’t look a day over forty. Witches aged a bit differently. Edith had the same fiery red hair Kenzie did – the same hair her mother and her grandmother’s mother had.

      They’d had so much hope for her.

      Kenzie sat down and watched her grandma work. Edith didn’t ask her anything; she just waited patiently like she always did. “What are you making?”

      Selene had gotten her love for creating new spells, charms, and enchantments from Edith. And Kenzie supposed she had as well, just in a different way.

      “Kenzie,” her grandmother warned. “Do you think I’m a damn idiot? Ask your real question.”

      She smiled a little and then it disappeared when she thought of the contract. “What exactly do you think you’re doing hiring mercenaries?”

      That made her grandmother actually pause in shock, her hand going still. “And what do you know about it?”

      Kenzie tapped her bottom lip and wondered what exactly she should say to her grandmother. Edith was a shrewd woman so Kenzie assumed she knew a bit about her activities. She definitely knew about her workroom and the experiments she and Selene worked on together.

      But as an older witch she didn’t know anything about technology. Not really. She knew how to work a phone, but that was about it.

      What would be the best way to get someone like Edith to answer the right question?

      Kenzie glanced out the window and studied the view of the bay. “So grandma, I found my mates today.”

      The stone bowl slammed onto the table hard enough bottles rattled.

      But Kenzie didn’t bother to look to see how annoyed she would be – witches and shifter pairings weren’t popular.

      This game they were both playing – it was dangerous. “I met them the first time when I was in the West Coast Pride Alpha’s vault. They stole the potion from me that would have restored Selene’s powers.”

      Kenzie turned back to her grandma and saw those perfect red brows rise in surprise. “I suspect Brad had put out a contract to make sure I couldn’t get my hands on it. So these three fox shifters took it from me. Imagine my surprise when they were at the barbecue today. Apparently they’re registered with the Six Rivers Pride.”

      Now Edith’s eyes were narrowed, she probably knew what was coming, but wanted Kenzie to reveal as much information as possible before deciding what to ask her.

      “They offered me a deal. The potion for my help with a new job. Apparently they’re mercenaries. Guess which job it is they took.”

      Her grandmother crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. “Are you going to tell on me?”

      “Grandma, what the fuck were you thinking?”

      They glared at each other, knowing how dangerous it was to trust another witch, even one in your own family – especially in their family.

      “Apparently the same thing you were, my darling. Now, are you going to rat me out?”

      Kenzie considered. Would Selene do anything? It was probably best not to tell her sister as she was a bit more soft-hearted. Selene wanted to never think of any of that shit again, but Kenzie knew that’s not how things worked.

      Especially since he’d fucking cursed her sister.

      “I won’t tell if you won’t tell,” Kenzie finally said. “But I am going to be one of the people doing the job. I’m sure it will be satisfying.”

      “Good.” Her grandmother went back to work. “At least my money will be going back to family.”

      Kenzie’s brows shot straight up. “Excuse me? I just said I’m working for the potion, not for the money.”

      “Pah, apparently you are mated to foxes. Seems fitting for you. So money goes to family.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and glared. “I’m not accepting the mate bonds.”

      “Kenzie you’re bothering me. I have work to do. Do you have anything else you want to ask me?”

      Why did you save me?

      “No, I don’t. I’ll leave you alone.” She got up and went to leave, but her grandmother’s voice made her pause.

      “I always knew you were worth more than all the rest of them combined, powers or not. You make him suffer, darling. What he’s done is unforgivable.”

      Kenzie grinned, but it wasn’t pleasant – it was hungry. “He’ll suffer. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Good. Now go away.”

      “Make me some charms yeah?” she yelled back as she went down the stairs.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ll make some fucking charms,” her grandmother muttered.

      Kenzie laughed long and hard as she went all the way to her floor, the basement. One day she’d ask her grandmother the only question she’d ever really had for her.

      But what kept repeating in her head over and over was the way Grandma Edith was so flippantly accepting of three fox shifters as her mates. What the fuck did she mean it seemed fitting for her?

      Shaking her head she ripped off her dress and tossed it in the laundry basket for the maid to deal with later. Kicking off her Converse she grabbed a tank top and a pair of soft shorts. She had recon to do and after briefing her sister on the new developments she needed to work out.

      Kenzie had a feeling she was going to need it.
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      “Kenzie I don’t think this is a good idea,” Selene crossed her arms over her chest as she watched her pack. “You going alone is dangerous. Foxes are dangerous.”

      “Everything is dangerous for me, baby sis. I’m used to it.” What the hell were they going to be doing during this little meet and greet? It didn’t matter, she’d pack an arsenal.

      “Really, a gun?” Selene asked, wrinkling her nose.

      “Some of us can’t kill someone with only a thought.” Kenzie packed the silver bullets. She wasn’t sure if they’d work on foxes, but it was better safe than sorry. If things went sideways she could shoot them and take the potion.

      The last of her charms and enchantments went into the pack as well. She slipped it on her back and strapped it across her chest. The loose workout pants slung low on her waist, but they wouldn’t fall off after being tailored to perfection.

      Kenzie jumped as high as she could and when she landed she shook a bit, feeling the way the pack moved with her body and its weight. Then she did a standing sideways flip, her feet planting hard and her running shoes cushioning as her knees bent to dissipate the force. Her tight shirt revealed her belly button and more scars, but it stayed in place – helping to keep her tits from flying everywhere too.

      “I told you the risk wasn’t worth it yesterday,” Selene said. “You’re ignoring me.”

      “Then find the spell or recipe for the potion, S. I’ll back off the job, but this doesn’t end until you have your powers back.”

      Kenzie grabbed her keys and headed for the exit on her floor.

      “Just…be careful. Update me. How long are you going to be gone?”

      That made her pause. She actually had no idea. “I’ll text you every three hours. I’m not sure how long.”

      “I agreed for the two of us to meet with Samuel,” Selene blurted out as Kenzie’s hand touched the doorknob.

      Kenzie just sighed. Of course her sister had. “When is it?”

      “Three days from now during lunch.”

      “Witches don’t work for shifters,” Kenzie reminded her sister, glancing over her shoulder. “At least not openly on their payroll.”

      Selene looked away. “I know, but I want to see what he has to say. It’s never a bad thing to have the favor of a Council member.”

      Kenzie didn’t push. Her sister was a big girl now. She’d figure it out. If she tripped and fell Kenzie would be there to pick her up, just like she always had. “I’ll be careful. Now stay out of trouble while I’m gone.”

      Selene smiled at that and Kenzie headed to her restored pink VW Bug. It was the perfect car for San Francisco, compact. She got in and dumped her bag on the passenger seat. Her phone went up on the mount and she put in the address.

      Despite everything she’d just said to her sister, Kenzie was nervous.

      The address was all they’d given her. ‘Night’ was rather general. But the sun hadn’t set yet. Based on the timing she’d get there right after dusk.

      What surprised her was that it was an address in the city limits, not up in Six Rivers territory. Music blasted as she drove, careful on the hills with her stick shift. Fucking assholes tailgating. If traffic didn’t hurry she was going to get there after the sun set.

      The location was near Golden Gate Park and it looked like a residence from what she could tell in her research. That made her more nervous. It was going to be just the three of them. There wouldn’t be any eyewitnesses for what happened.

      No doubt this was a test to see if she’d follow through – or maybe to see how dumb and determined she was.

      Kenzie parked right as the sky went from orange to purple. She waited a few more minutes, going over the scant information she had on them. Someone there had to be as good with computers as she was. There was so little on them to find, even on the dark web.

      When the streetlights turned on she got out of her car and stood on the sidewalk looking up at the house. It was narrow like most in the city. Did they own the whole thing or was it just a studio?

      Guess she wouldn’t find out if she didn’t knock on the door.

      Kenzie climbed the stairs and remembered the rest of the instructions. Gritting her teeth she looked up into the camera and knew they were watching her. Would they really not let her in if she didn’t do exactly as they said?

      Probably.

      She sighed and mentally prepared herself for whatever came next.
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      He watched as Kenzie glared up at the camera. The grin on his face was so wide it almost hurt. Would she do it? How would it sound?

      She huffed and then ran her hand through her wavy red hair, the deep part showing off the shaved side and all those tinkling, enchanted jewels she wore in her right ear. The vibrant red of her hair mesmerized him and Finnick wanted to know if the red was everywhere.

      When she barked three times laughter burst from him – he couldn’t hold it in anymore. Finnick activated the door remotely from his phone and snickered. He watched as it swung open. She’d even managed to sound like a little vixen while doing it too. He was wiping the tears from his face when she stomped up the stairs to the main level of the house.

      “You’re an asshole,” she snapped.

      “I’ve never pretended otherwise,” Finnick told her. “There’s pizza in the kitchen. Make yourself comfortable. Our den is yours until the job is over.”

      He openly watched her look around. Finnick lounged back on the couch and sipped at his beer absently, putting his phone back in his pocket. Not even online poker could interest him with her in the house.

      Her eyes caught on the quote framed above him and he watched as her eyes widened.

      “‘The cunning of the fox is as murderous as the violence of the wolf,’” Finnick said from memory. “Thomas Paine.”

      Kenzie narrowed her eyes at him. “‘With foxes, we must play the fox.’ Thomas Fuller.”

      Finnick grinned. She’d decided to play. “‘A fox is a wolf who sends flowers.’ Ruth Westin.”

      She arched a brow at him and scoffed. “‘Women and foxes, being weak, are distinguished by superior tact.’ Ambrose Pierce.”

      Finnick’s grin widened. “Are you saying we have something in common, mate?”

      “You’re both nerds,” Ash muttered as he came down the stairs. “Now that’s been established would you like a beer, Kenzie?”

      “No thanks.”

      “You sure?” Finnick asked, scraping at the label of the bottle with his thumbnail, staring her down. “You seem uptight. Maybe you should loosen up a little.”

      “I said no thanks,” she snapped, watching as Ash deliberately brushed against her arm as he passed.

      “Geez, no need to get your panties in a twist,” Finnick told her. “I mean unless you want help twisting them. I’m totally down for that.” He watched as her cheeks reddened just the littlest bit and she tugged on the strap of her pack, flustered.

      She had more control than most people, but Finnick knew exactly what to look for. Deep down everyone was the same. It had taken him all of ten minutes to figure out what her tells were. And now he could read her like an open book.

      Tilting his head he considered her in that tight fucking shirt that showed off her abs and lovely tits and how it contrasted with the loose, comfortable looking pants. She looked like some kind of dancer, but he doubted she danced.

      Kenzie was more graceful than almost anyone he’d ever had the pleasure to stalk, but he couldn’t figure out why that was. She could fight and she’d escaped the skyscraper though he didn’t know how.

      “It’s not polite to stare,” she told him.

      “Oh, I’m the farthest thing from polite,” Finnick said, smiling slightly. She really had no idea what she’d gotten herself into.

      But neither did he really.

      This witch was his mate.

      He’d been content to never look for his mate. That kind of commitment wasn’t a good idea in his line of work. And Finnick didn’t want to drag some poor, unsuspecting soul into his shit. But this one, she was as damaged as he was. Maybe that would be a game-changer.

      “So what exactly are we going to do?” she asked, finally sitting on the couch – as far away from him as she could get while still being in the same room.

      Finnick knew it was because she didn’t trust him. Or was it because she didn’t trust herself around him? His smile left his face and he tilted his head in the other direction, seeing if the new perspective would help.

      Why was she so mysterious? He could only get a read on her ‘now.’ Anything deeper than her reactions to the environment was impossible to know.

      That made her very interesting.

      It helped she was hot as all hell and Finnick desperately wanted her to ride him with her hands around his throat.

      Ash came out of the kitchen with two plates of pizza in his hands. He handed one to Kenzie and then sprawled out on the couch next to her, putting one foot up on the coffee table in front of them. Ash’s thigh brushed against hers and Finnick watched as she tensed, but didn’t move away.

      She liked when Ash touched her, but she was also on the defensive.

      Did that make him jealous? Finnick narrowed his eyes and took another sip of his beer. He wasn’t sure if he was. That was mildly annoying. He needed to figure out what the fuck was going on with her or he could easily see her ruining all three of them.

      Hunter finally came down, freshly showered. “Take off the scent charm, in the house only. I don’t like not knowing where you are in my own fucking den.” Then he disappeared into the kitchen and Finnick glanced at Ash.

      The slight shake of his head was barely a twitch, but he saw Kenzie watching them. She was extremely perceptive. So Finnick grinned at her. “You heard the man. I also want to smell that scent of yours. It’ll help with the panty twisting.”

      The smell of her irritation flared the second she removed the charm and a few others, but not all of them.

      Then that burnt sugar scent with blood and fire and a spice like cinnamon filled the room. Underneath all that was the strange scent of mate. Finnick closed his eyes and leaned his head back on the couch.

      There was so much to read, but it was also a little overwhelming. Kenzie was a force to be reckoned with and if this was how she was most days…she was full of so much fight, so much spirit. She gave a big fat ‘fuck you’ to the world that wanted to kill her.

      Finnick found his lip lifting in a silent snarl. He was already feeling protective of her.

      Fuck man, he’d better figure out what he wanted – and fast.

      “Tell me about this job.”

      Hunter came out of the kitchen with more pizza and sat on one of the ottomans. “Your grandmother is the one who contracted the job. You tell us.”

      Kenzie set down her pack and leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest. “I didn’t know about it until you told me there was one. Tell me the details of the job and I’ll see if I can fill in any blanks.”

      Finnick was a bit surprised. He’d thought for sure she’d fight them every step of the way since that’s what she’d done at the barbecue. But it looked like she’d gone all in. Fascinating. Some small part of her trusted them – trusted them to do what?

      She looked to Finnick and it was like she could get a sense of his thoughts. He made sure his face was nothing but that charming mask. Maybe she could. He didn’t know what all those charms were for.

      “Edith Kavanagh put out a contract for the destruction of Bradley Davis. It was advised to keep it to him only, but if his family was collateral that was fine. We have to destroy his reputation and his business,” Hunter told Kenzie.

      None of this was going to be easy.

      It was the perfect job for foxes.

      “And her name was right there on the contract?” Kenzie asked as one red eyebrow rose in disbelief. “I highly doubt that.”

      Finnick snickered. She had so much sass. Hunter could be terrifying and she gave no fucks.

      It made Hunter smile too, but he kept his eyes down on his pizza as he arranged the pineapple just so. “Of course not. I had to dig for it.”

      “You’re the one who does the computer work?” Kenzie asked, uncrossing her arms as she leaned forward.

      The blatant interest shocked all three of them. Hunter looked up and it was as though he just now realized how close she was. Ash went completely still as he watched her. Finnick’s hand paused mid-sip. He realized there was no smell of fear in the air.

      Not one tiny drop.

      She was definitely nervous. Or she had been. Those blue eyes focused on Hunter with such intensity Hunter blinked and Finnick nearly choked on his drink as he realized their leader was fucking speechless.

      Finally Hunter cleared his throat. “Yes, I do the more complex computer work though Ash is nearly as good.”

      “And what do you do?” Kenzie asked him.

      Finnick grinned. “I’m pretty.”

      “Yeah, I guess you are,” she smirked.

      The smile dropped from his face when he sensed she was serious.

      Holy fucking shit. Things just got real.

      “All right, how much time do we have? Are there any hard stops?”

      Ash rested his hand on her thigh, testing her boundaries, and she slapped it off. “Six months,” he told her. “And no. Anything goes apparently as long as it won’t get traced back to the Kavanagh clan,” Ash told her.

      Kenzie finally took a bite of the pizza Ash had brought her. She chewed thoughtfully and Finnick wondered if they had kits together, would their hair be red too? Would they be born a witch or a fox? Would they be some kind of insanely cool hybrid who would one day take over the world?

      It was too early to know for sure, but the prospect sure as shit sweetened the deal.

      Were there any cons to this mate bond? That was the real question. Finnick was so busy wondering if he wanted it – how he fucking felt when none of that really mattered, did it? His fox wanted her – he wanted a mate. The pull in his chest had already begun.

      Pro – she was fucking hot enough he could cook an egg on her ass.

      Con – she didn’t like him. But that wouldn’t be too difficult to change once she knew how incredibly charming he could be. And was reminded how big his dick was.

      Pro – she was a vicious fighter and stronger than she looked. Kenzie could definitely hold her own.

      Con – she was a witch.

      Con – he wasn’t her only mate. Eh, he wasn’t sure that was a con.

      Finnick looked at Ash and studied the way he put his arm across the back of the couch so when she sat back it would look like he had his arm around her. Finnick smirked. He couldn’t wait to see what she did when she realized.

      But he had no feelings of jealousy – at all.

      Then he studied Hunter.

      Hunter was the unofficial leader of their little leash – their pack, whatever someone wanted to call a leash of foxes. Finnick preferred the term he made up: ‘a chaos of foxes.’ Because when any of them decided to group together it was nothing but pure, undiluted chaos.

      And murder was already taken.

      They’d all met as teenagers and strangely enough Hunter had saved him from some wolves up north in Oregon not long after he’d found Ash nearly dead in the middle of a storm.

      Fox shifters were strange. As ‘lesser’ shifters they stuck together, but it was against their solitary nature. Only families really got along well. Most leashes were a total shit-show. But they were loyal to each other since it was difficult to win against a shifter six times your size. Only with numbers could they stay safe.

      Unless they registered with a pack or pride. It was rare to find one that would take lesser shifters in, especially non-predators. Most prides and packs saw the smaller shifters as a weakness – someone who couldn’t pull their weight.

      Foxes had it bad, but others had it worse. They had acquaintances he’d almost call ‘friends.’ As raccoons they were looked down on by everyone. But they were some of the funnest fucking dudes Finnick had ever met. They were the ones he called when he wanted to get shit-faced drunk and fuck something.

      Ash and Hunter could be such buzzkills.

      “Well,” Kenzie said, breaking the silence. She leaned back and then jerked back up when she felt Ash’s arm. “The reason my grandmother put out this hit in the first place is because of my sister. As you guessed she’s currently powerless.” She flicked a look at Finnick.

      The ‘holier than thou’ attitude of the big shifters made it easy to hide certain…differences. Foxes had quite a few tricks up their sleeves. As did some of the other ‘lesser’ shifters. Finnick had been able to tell Selene was powerless because there was a strange void around her. Energy was trying to be absorbed by her body to make up for it, and she’d probably get sick.

      “How long has she been cursed?” Finnick asked.

      Kenzie looked at him again and he liked it. Too much. “Five days.”

      “And it’s because of this Bradley?” Hunter asked, folding the pizza and shoving half of it into his mouth.

      She nodded and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Yes. My great-grandmother //the one who did this to me// betrothed her and Brad before she could walk.”

      The unspoken whisper of her pain made Finnick flinch.

      He didn’t know the exact details of her scars, but everyone knew it had been done to get her powers to manifest. Or that’s what they all said when he’d asked about it.

      She frowned at him. Far too perceptive. But then she continued. “She still had suitors but once they started really dating that was it for Selene. It’s common in powerful witch families to strengthen alliances or bloodlines. The Davis family is new power, but they are strong as shit. They dated for a long time, but then Selene turned eighteen and became matriarch. She dumped him a few months later once her place had been secured. She’d fooled everyone into thinking she loved him – even Brad.”

      Kenzie sighed. “But Selene just wanted her freedom. It took a few months, but when he retaliated, he cursed her and stripped her powers. The spell is extremely illegal and hard to perform. Or so I hear.” She waved off the words, but Finnick could see the tightening of her jaw. It still bothered her.

      “How did he do it?” Hunter asked.

      “Another potion,” Kenzie told him, watching the way Hunter placed a piece of pineapple precisely on his tongue. “They had a sit-down or whatever between the families to discuss a different type of alliance. He slipped it into her wine, but since the potion is tasteless, odorless, and delayed she didn’t notice until she woke up without powers the next day.”

      Finnick set his beer bottle on the table and Ash sighed at him, putting the bottle on a coaster.

      “You know she’s going to get sick right?” Finnick asked, standing from the couch. He needed to move so he could think. He needed to work off this energy Kenzie’s scent filled the room with. “A witch without powers drains energy from around them. This leaves them open to all kinds of weird shit that doesn’t agree with them.”

      He went into the kitchen and grabbed something he thought she might like. Kenzie might not be a beer type and she was a powerless witch. Drinking could make her feel too vulnerable when she was alone among strangers. Finnick tossed her some Gatorade when he came back into the living room. “How are you still alive?”

      A witch stripped of powers was one thing, but a witch born without them seemed strange. She even smelled like a witch.

      Kenzie gave him a vicious little smile. “I took my life and wouldn’t give it back.”

      Studying the pain written on her skin, he believed her. Finnick matched her smile. “That’s my girl.”
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      Something about the foxes and their den was comforting. The house was a bit bare, but it wasn’t full of useless, decorative shit like the Kavanagh mansion was. Her house was full of people and still somehow felt empty.

      All three of these guys filled the place with their presence, with their musky scent that reminded her of a forest just after rain – deep, dark soil rich and full of life. For whatever reason this smell relaxed her and she felt her guard falling.

      Kenzie was a thousand times more on edge for that reason alone. These were foxes. She could never afford to be off guard.

      What was it about Finnick that made her smile? He was fucking hilarious. But something about him spoke to her. And Kenzie didn’t just laugh. The only one she gave a real smile to was Selene.

      “Tell us what you know about Brad,” Finnick said, sitting on the ottoman next to Hunter so she could look at both of them without constantly turning her head.

      It was oddly thoughtful, especially since Ash was using every opportunity to touch her and the last thing she wanted to do was look at him right now when she had no idea how she felt about it.

      “Brad is a little fuck-boy,” Kenzie snapped, feeling that old rage rising to the surface. “If Selene hadn’t called off the engagement I would have taken care of him myself.”

      Hunter paused and then tilted his head. “Why is that?”

      Oh she could go all night about Brad and his narcissistic, sociopathic ways. She practically snarled as she remembered the bruises on Selene’s arm. “If it hadn’t been for the ancient contract stating Selene had to be a virgin until the night of the wedding, I’m pretty sure he would have raped her. He wanted the power more than he wanted her body, but that didn’t keep other women safe. I’ve found multiple instances where the family paid off the woman. Sometimes even paying for abortions or adoptions.”

      Her hands clenched into fists. It had been agony keeping that from her sister. It was that or tell her and crush her soul – but it wasn’t like Selene was stupid. Kenzie had never planned to let her make it to the actual wedding.

      Selene had just beaten her to it and then paid the price.

      If it had been Kenzie then nothing would have happened to her sister. She blamed herself for this curse. She’d been too slow – not enough once again.

      “What else?” Hunter asked, pulling her out of her thoughts like he knew what road she was going down. Maybe he did.

      “Witch families are ruled by the most powerful female. Brad tried to get them to appoint him as patriarch instead of his sister. Females are always more powerful than the males, at least comparatively. My father has more power than Brad for example, but he’s still weak compared to Selene. I was called an abomination in the witch community, but that would have been the real abomination. We’ve all seen what men do with power. This would be no different.”

      None of them argued with her, even though she’d been half expecting it. ‘I’m not like that’ usually came up. But these three were…different. They didn’t pretend to be anything other than what they were. The thought unnerved her, but she kept her reactions to herself.

      “Now the most powerful witch within the coven becomes the coven leader, also known as the High Priestess,” Kenzie explained. “Bay Coven is currently led by the matriarch of the Takahashi clan, Kimiko Takahashi. They’ve been in San Francisco nearly as long as the Kavanagh’s, since before World War II.” Kenzie stopped, this may not help them complete their job, but she wasn’t sure what the foxes knew about witch politics.

      Hunter nodded. “We knew who the High Priestess was, but witches don’t talk much about their culture. So tell me everything and we’ll find where we can hurt him the most.”

      The vicious words said so calmly electrified her. Kenzie licked her lips as she stared into Hunter’s glittering eyes. Then she looked at Finnick, who was giving her that goofy smile while sipping more beer – as if he didn’t care.

      But his focus was too intense, too unwavering. He barely even blinked as he watched her – always watching her. What exactly did he see?

      “He was denied the petition to allow for patriarchs from the High Priestess,” Kenzie said, studying Finnick. What was he hiding under that cocky act? “He played it off like it didn’t matter, but I’m pretty sure that was the reason he was so upset Selene broke off their engagement, because he wouldn’t have the power of a matriarch to control. The night after his petition was denied she came home from their date with bruises on her arms.”

      Ash snarled next to her and Kenzie jumped about a foot in the air. He was so quiet she’d nearly forgotten he was sitting next to her.

      “He fucking touched her? Why aren’t we killing him again?”

      “It was expressly stated not to,” Hunter said calmly. “But it didn’t say anything about maiming.”

      “Oooh, maiming,” Finnick said – as though someone had suggested ice cream and not torture.

      Kenzie wanted to laugh, but she was still looking at Ash. Did he really care about something like that?

      “We may be deplorable,” Ash told her, frowning. Was he bothered she was surprised? “But we don’t hurt women, children, or innocent bystanders. Everyone else though? They’re fair game.”

      Fair game.

      Kenzie wanted to know exactly what that meant for some reason. She had a feeling the answer would be fascinating.

      “Is that everything?” Hunter asked, bringing them back to the main point.

      She shrugged and leaned back against the couch, staying in that position this time even though Ash’s stupid arm was still along the top of the couch. His fingers brushed her shoulder and she ignored him.

      “For his character? Sure. But it barely touches the Davis clan. They are powerful, but pretty new. They came to San Francisco about fifty years ago and then one of them was born with powers. It’s rare, but it happens when the universe feels there’s an imbalance of power. Two generations later we have the Davis clan, separate from the human Davis family that does still live here.”

      Kenzie cracked open the bottle of Gatorade, silently thankful Finnick had somehow deduced why she didn’t want to drink with them even if it did bother her he somehow knew.

      “The Davis clan owns one of the most profitable law firms and Brad is a lawyer, of course. He works with politicians, celebrities, and big companies like Samuel’s.”

      Fucking Samuel. And now she had to go meet with the Alpha because Selene had a hard on for him.

      “Well, Brad’s company will be a good start. He knows you though so we can’t put you in the firm. It’ll have to be one of us,” Ash said, brushing his fingers on her arm this time. It wasn’t sexual at all – just like he needed to touch her.

      And for some reason Kenzie let him. It soothed some weird part of her she didn’t want to look at yet.

      “The company will be the slow game,” Hunter said, finishing his pizza. “We can start by digging up every piece of dirt on him, and from the sounds of it he’s got a lot of it. I want every single thing on him found. I’ll hit the computers. Ash you go get a feel for the company. Scope it out and tell me where the best locations are. We’ll go set up there in a day or two. Finnick you take Kenzie here and assess her skills.”

      Finnick grinned at that.

      “Wait a minute,” Kenzie sputtered. “That’s it?”

      Hunter smiled at her, and it was honestly the most terrifying thing she’d ever seen. Somehow even in his human form his teeth looked sharp and dangerous. “That’s the beginning. But there is more to set up. That asshole needs to be afraid – to fear the way those he’s hurt did. By the time we’re done with him he’s going to be begging for us to just kill him and get it over with.”

      Then he stood and took his empty plate into the kitchen like it was just another Tuesday.

      Holy fucking balls.

      Well…at least her grandmother was going to get her money’s worth.
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      “Let’s get started,” Finnick said with that big-ass grin on his face. “Try to hurt me. I’ll try not to let you – personal preferences can be so hard to ignore sometimes.”

      Kenzie squinted at him as she set her pack down. This one made jokes like that all the time, but did he mean it? Was he some kind of masochist?

      She decided not to say anything about it and looked around the room instead. It was a split-level house like most in San Francisco due to the hills.

      The gym was on the very bottom floor. The narrow hallway had made her nervous at first, but nothing had smelled off and the light had been on so she could see where they were going.

      It was a clean, well-lit room with hardwood floors, mirrors along one wall, and various different types of workout equipment on one end. The other end was empty and Finnick set up some mats before kicking off his shoes.

      They were really serious about this whole thing – as though her almost getting away with the potion wasn’t assessment enough. But curiosity was getting the better of her judgement. What fighting styles did Finnick know?

      Kenzie was a bit nervous. The strength she’d felt in Hunter’s hand…did they all have it? Most likely. This was a good idea for her too. She would know exactly what these guys were capable of – at least physically.

      Finnick’s grin widened like he knew exactly what she was thinking. Kenzie glared at him. Not that kind of physical. Not having her fucking scent charm on was throwing her off.

      She didn’t remove her shoes. It would give her more of an advantage, and she still wanted the opportunity to run if she needed. Though the more time she spent with them the less nervous she became.

      They were exactly like the stories about fox shifters and yet, nothing at all like them. They weren’t selfish from what she could tell – and that’s where the schism was. They were assholes for sure, but not selfish ones…

      Weird.

      “What do you want to start with?” Kenzie asked, tying her hair back. She hid the way she studied him as she fussed with her hair.

      Finnick was tall, and nothing but hard, corded muscle even if he was slim. But out of the three of them he had the broadest shoulders. If she had to guess he was about six foot two and a hundred and eighty pounds, probably more though since he was a shifter. He moved deliberately if a bit looser than Ash and Hunter.

      He was trying to hide his tells in the swagger.

      “We can start with you attacking me,” Finnick said, watching her openly now – eyes tracking her every movement.

      Kenzie considered their differences. Not only did she have barely above average human strength, she wasn’t very tall. Five foot five was considered normal for a human, but was a bit short for witches. Selene was a full three inches taller and towered over her.

      Something else she’d managed to fail at.

      Despite all that, she’d spent most of her life building up her physical strength and skill. Brute force could only do so much if it could never get its hands on her.

      Her muscles were a bit tight, but she’d worked out before going to her job so that should help once she started moving again. Kenzie did a quick stretch to limber up, never once taking her eyes off Finnick.

      As a rule she didn’t like to attack first and he probably knew it. Being the first to move would give away too much.

      But Kenzie wasn’t just trained in one style or one martial art. She’d trained in everything that interested her. She had medals and the bone strength to prove it.

      So…what should she start with? It would make sense to save the best for last.

      Once she’d chosen her body fell into the right position, knees slightly bent, like it had a million times before. Finnick’s grin widened even farther which she honestly hadn’t thought was possible.

      He took out his phone and tapped a few times. Then hard, fast music blared just loud enough she couldn’t focus on his breathing anymore. Tricky bastard. “It’s so the neighbors don’t think I’m murdering someone down here,” he told her playfully.

      Oh, that was how he wanted to play it? She wouldn’t be the one begging for mercy if she had anything to say about it.

      Kenzie aimed a kick and let it fly, twisting her body as she did so. Tae Kwon Do had been one of her favorite martial arts. It was fast, effective, pretty, and more structured than some of the other styles she’d learned.

      It was the first she’d started with and it had helped hone her speed.

      Finnick blocked the kick easily, hardly moving. But the smile dropped from his face when her knee came up into his stomach before he could comprehend that she’d already moved into the next combo. Tae Kwon Do had her thinking six steps ahead like a game of chess, that was how fast she had to be.

      And she couldn’t allow him to get his hands on her. She wasn’t sure what he could do exactly or how fast he was, but she knew for a fact he was a hundred times stronger than her.

      The air left his lungs, but it didn’t seem to put him at much of a disadvantage because he swung hard in a simple, but extremely effective jab. Kenzie adjusted her pattern so she could dodge and came right back up to kick him in the chest so she could put more distance between them.

      Her kick landed, but Finnick grabbed her foot and she had to decide quickly what she was going to do next or he could break her ankle with half a thought.

      Time to switch.

      Dropping and placing her hand on the mat she swung her other leg up and around.

      Finnick moved to block her roundhouse kick, but that wasn’t what she’d been going for. The fake worked and she slid her foot around his neck into a Brazilian Jiu-jitsu hold. It brought him down to the floor when she yanked with him already off balance.

      His laugh when he smacked the mat made her smile, but it didn’t slow her down.

      Kenzie couldn’t afford to grapple with him. He was just too strong. Instead she punched him hard enough to daze even a shifter for half a second and then somersaulted over his head to put space between them again. All those years punching trees were all that kept her head above water with other paranormals.

      She hopped up on her feet, keeping her weight on her toes as she watched him.

      At this point, in a real fight she’d have tased him, sedated him, tied him up with enchanted cuffs, or run for her life depending on the situation. Kenzie had never had to actually kill someone – but she was prepared to if necessary.

      Finnick used his feet to kick himself up and flipped back to a standing position. His hand came up and brushed across his lip. His delighted laugh at the blood there made her question his sanity. “Oh Kenzie, give me everything you got girl. I want it all.”

      Then he came at her.

      Kenzie had to use every ounce of her training and skill to keep him from knocking her into oblivion or getting his hands on her. Not only was Finnick strong, but he was fast as fuck. He was so fast he had her panting for breath within five minutes.

      The problem with being little more than a human in the paranormal world was that she didn’t have the endurance the rest of them did. She could wear out a human no problem, but shifters and hunters were built to endure for days.

      He slammed his knee up and into her ribs but she brought up her own knee to block and then struck with her foot, high and hard. Finnick didn’t let it land this time. Shit, it was time to pull out her ace.

      After she’d been invited to the U.S. Olympic team and walked away from it all Kenzie had taken some time off from school and begged her grandmother for the money and freedom to travel. Surprisingly Edith had done so without question. She’d even covered for her and said she was sending Kenzie to an overseas boarding school.

      First Kenzie had gone to the Shaolin monks. Part of her wanted the vicious training – the pain she knew would be a part of it. But this pain would be her choosing. The other part of her wanted to see what their lifestyle might do for her.

      The training had been brutal. She’d almost given up – almost quit a thousand times when the monks threw new and excruciating ways for her to endure, to learn control.

      But they were only human and she was a witch, even without powers.

      So Kenzie had learned to take a hit, to endure pain, and to think through it so she could take the fight back for herself.

      She let Finnick land his next hit. Kenzie didn’t block the punch to her chest. It wasn’t with all his strength. That was all that kept her from flying across the room, but since he was being mostly gentle with her she planted and took it.

      Kenzie accepted that pain into her, wrapped it up in a cozy blanket, and then absorbed it.

      Instantly Finnick stopped, no doubt scenting her pain – she could smell his concern and stress that he’d really hurt her. She used that opportunity to attack full force, switching styles once more.

      After she’d found what she needed from Shaolin Kung Fu she’d moved on – looking for something a bit more her style.

      She’d stopped in Thailand to watch one of the fights there and instantly recognized herself in the Muay Thai fighters. These were poor men fighting for their life, rising through the ranks of shit they’d been born into. Each fight was one step closer to the championship and one step closer to freedom.

      There was a desperation to their fighting style she understood completely. Kenzie spent a few months in Bangkok, learning what she could. Then she’d gone to Chiang Mai – where the best female Muay Thai fighters were.

      While Kenzie recognized a certain level of desperation in the male fighters that she knew she had, it was the females she related to the most. They fought for very different reasons. The females usually fought for money, and weren’t always poor, but used the income for their family, university, things like that.

      What she wanted the most was their freedom, their skill. Female fighters fought a lot in Chiang Mai and with so much practice they were better than good, they were perfection. She spent two years there honing her skills until she could fight the best of them and win.

      Finnick pushed forward, but she was ready for him. It took nothing to block his attack and land a front kick that pushed him back far enough to give her the room she needed. Kenzie followed that up with a roundhouse kick that flowed right into a knee to his ribs.

      He sputtered and tried to attack again. His blow glanced off her jaw but she absorbed the pain and instantly retaliated with a left hook, low kick, cross punch combo that flowed right into a body kick.

      She was going to wear him down, get him to yield, or knock him unconscious.

      Blocking his next kick, she launched and landed a spinning kick to push him back again. They were nearly out of room, but she could land one more hit. Kenzie took the long step and used all her weight and momentum to launch into a superman punch that dazed Finnick enough he stumbled into the wall.

      It gave her the time she needed to grab the knife strapped to her calf and rest it against his throat.

      Kenzie was breathing hard and sweat dripped everywhere, but she was grinning. Whether he was soft on her or not, that had been fun. “Gotcha,” she whispered.

      Clapping from behind her made her spin around in a low crouch with the knife up so her forearm could protect her face. Then she realized it was just Hunter and Ash and her instincts eased up a bit.

      Kenzie blushed and stood slowly. Why she thought something was going to attack them, or why she’d set herself up in front of Finnick was something she didn’t really understand.

      “What else can you do?” Hunter asked, tilting his head to the side like he did when he was trying to understand something. “You move like you know your body better than most know how to walk.”

      “Guess you’ll have to find out,” she said, still trying to catch her breath.

      This time his slow smile didn’t scare her. “I look forward to it.”
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      Hunter and Ash left with little smiles.

      Kenzie turned back around to see Finnick without even a hint of a grin or smile on his face. It was strange to see and he looked like a totally different person. “Are you all right?” she asked, running her gaze over him to make sure there wasn’t any lingering damage.

      Most shifters had insanely fast healing, but what did she really know about them? Only the wolves and the cats were well known.

      “I’m fine,” Finnick told her. “Why did you try to protect me?”

      Kenzie bristled at the question. “You were hurt. I was doing you a favor. You’re fucking welcome.”

      “If I died you’d only have to go through two more of us to get to that potion. I know you have a gun in that pack. I can smell the silver.”

      Her pack was spelled. He should smell nothing. “When did you have time to go through my stuff?” she asked.

      “It doesn’t matter. Why did you protect me?”

      Kenzie huffed and went over to the table they had set up next to a water cooler. She wiped down and wondered what she should tell him. “I made a deal. I’m not going to kill you for the potion or let someone kill you so it’s easier for me. I can’t pull off this job alone – and I want it done. I’m sure you have your uses.”

      Suddenly Finnick was right there, pushing her up against the wall. The towel fell from her hand as she scrabbled to get free, but he was so strong. He snarled right into her ear, softly – gently.

      “I can smell your half-truth. Tell me why you turned to protect me and I’ll let you go.”

      When she gave in and quit struggling Kenzie met those blazing green eyes of his. They searched her own, looking for something – desperately. He needed the answer more than he needed her to like him.

      Why that pulled at her heart, causing a physical reaction in her chest, she had no idea.

      “If you were hurt from what I did and there was a threat,” Kenzie said softly, wrapping her hand around Finnick’s wrist. He still had her pinned to the wall. “Then I didn’t want that threat to get to you while you recovered. I don’t know why.” She stretched and angled her neck, trying to get more room between his hand and her skin, but it was useless.

      He didn’t blink as he studied her, taking in her answer, and listening to whatever she couldn’t hear that he could.

      Then suddenly without warning his hand softened and his thumb traced the line of her jaw. His intense interest shifted as he looked down at her lips, at the invisible line his thumb made on her skin.

      The way he looked at her made her breath catch and Kenzie’s heart pounded. For a moment she panicked, knowing he could hear it. What would he make of her reaction? But when Finnick bent to rub his nose along the curve of her neck, she no longer cared.

      All she wanted was to know what it felt like to touch him the way he touched her, to see how soft his lips were. What did his skin feel like wrapped around those muscles of steel?

      “You’re the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever come across,” Finnick whispered. “But I don’t trust you. I don’t like the way you make me feel – like I can’t trust myself.”

      Despite his words he didn’t stop touching her. He even took a step closer so that they were pressed up against each other, her tits against his hard chest. Kenzie’s breathing quickened as the smell of him surrounded her – as she became acutely aware of every point of contact between their bodies.

      What was this reaction? She knew nothing about him.

      “I feel the same way,” she whispered back, like they were hiding something. And maybe they were. “I don’t know you at all.”

      There was that cocky smile again, but it was distracted as his eyes finally left her lips to study the scarred runes along the top of her shoulder. “You think I’m gorgeous?”

      Even though he was teasing Kenzie knew she couldn’t lie. “Yes.” Her breath hitched when he kissed the scar right where her shoulder met her arm. “I’m not blind.”

      Finnick chuckled at that. “Tell me about this one?”

      Finally he released her neck and for some reason she felt cold without his hand there. But then he traced the glittering scar tissue and Kenzie had to tell herself to calm the fuck down.

      “When I was five my great-grandmother, and matriarch at the time, thought if she carved runes of power into my skin it would help jumpstart what should have already been in my veins,” Kenzie murmured, watching him as he touched each scar on that shoulder. Then he pulled down the neck of her shirt a bit to see the rest on her chest. “The runes are the only scars I have to prove what they did to me. The burns, the bruises, and everything else faded. Witches heal faster than humans, but slower than shifters and hunters. Because these held power, they couldn’t remove the scars that never faded past what you see now. It became a part of me forever. Eventually Selene did create a potion to remove them. It took her years.”

      Finnick finally looked at her eyes again and she saw her pain reflected there. It was strange to see. It was as though he could feel the pain from her memories somehow. “But you still have them.” It was a statement and not a question.

      Kenzie blushed and had to look away. “Yes, I kept them to make a point, but I was vain enough to allow my sister to remove the ones from my face.”

      Then his thumb pulled on her bottom lip and Kenzie felt compelled to see what he thought about that. Finnick didn’t look disgusted or disappointed. He only appeared thoughtful. “Here,” he said, pushing into her lip and then he made a line from the center of her bottom lip down to her chin.

      Her reaction was visceral and completely out of her control. Kenzie’s hands came up to grasp his arms, and she moved to push him away but he was solid and immovable as a rock. A strange shock went through her and her eyes went wide as she stared at Finnick.

      How did he know?

      Without speaking he traced the ones under each eye. She’d been so scared when they’d held her down. Kenzie had thought for sure they’d slip and she’d lose her eyesight. Her voice had been nothing more than a rasp for weeks from screaming for hours.

      “I can take away the pain,” he told her, cocking his head in question.

      Kenzie was breathing so hard she thought she might faint, pinned between his large, strong body and the wall. How did he know?

      She might have said it out loud or he may have deduced her question in that way of his. “The scar is gone, but the pain and the memory are still there. Runes hold their own kind of power as you know. Our unique skills allow me to see if I look hard enough.”

      “No, I don’t want you to take away the pain,” she murmured, gripping his arms hard enough to bruise a normal person. “But thank you. It’s mine and you have enough of your own.”

      Those words made him release her so suddenly she fell to the floor in a heap. The absence of his touch and presence was jarring – almost painful after the warmth and comfort that she hadn’t even been aware of until it was gone.

      Now Finnick was the one breathing hard. She could hear it even with the music. It was as though they both became aware of it at the same time. He turned off the song, but never once looked away from her.

      Was he so rattled because she’d been able to see a hint of his pain as well?

      Kenzie didn’t have the same intuition and ability he did, but she recognized when someone else was just as damaged as she was. “What did they do to you?” she pressed – feeling like this moment, this opportunity would never arise again if she let him change the subject.

      Finnick was the first to look away this time. In the silence she could hear his heart pounding and the calluses on his hands chafe as he clenched one fist. For a minute she didn’t think he would tell her.

      “Fox society is strange,” he finally said.

      Kenzie got to her feet and then turned back to the water cooler. Maybe if she wasn’t watching him it would be easier for him to talk. She shakily poured two cups of water and then waited.

      “We act mostly human, but we have strange skills that make living among them difficult. There is so much pain in the world, Kenzie.”

      At the sound of her name on his lips she looked over her shoulder to see him staring at her again. The look on his face wasn’t cocky or playful. Finnick wasn’t smiling or trying to hide his thoughts from her. The absolute agony she saw there in his eyes – it gutted her.

      Slowly she brought him the water and then sipped her own when he took the cup from her.

      “We can feed on pain, but it takes its toll. We can take away another’s suffering, but that can wear you down if you’re not careful,” Finnick told her. “I couldn’t stop. It was addicting and heady. But the relief when they no longer hurt…that’s why I kept doing it. Until it almost killed me. When I collapsed in the hospital my leash – my chaos had to get me out before they did any tests.”

      Kenzie had paused with the cup of water halfway to her lips. Of all the things she thought he might say…this was the farthest thing from it.

      “I was punished for my lack of control and the pain I’d accumulated was stripped from me. Then I was cast out.” Finnick drained the rest of his cup. “If you think taking pain hurts, imagine having it all suddenly ripped from you. Remember…we can feed off of it.”

      Kenzie had no idea what that could possibly feel like, but she imagined it wasn’t pleasant.

      “Without my group I was vulnerable and I couldn’t find anywhere to settle. No wolf pack wanted a fox. When I was almost executed for stealing, Hunter found me. He traded a job for my life. And I’ll never forget it.”

      Kenzie didn’t know what to say. She sipped her water. Her mind was still stuck on something though. “Why were you in the hospital?”

      Finnick threw the cup across the room and it landed perfectly in the recycling. He shrugged as if it didn’t matter, but he wouldn’t look at her as he answered. “We can’t heal someone else, but we can ease someone’s suffering. Children suffer the most. I used to volunteer in various children’s cancer wards on the night shift, and take their pain while they slept. It didn’t slow down their trip to death’s door, but it made it bearable.”

      There was a lump in her throat as she imagined Finnick’s strong, vibrant form hunched over a small, sickly child as he took their suffering in the night, like a gentle, dark god. No one would know what he’d done. No one could thank him, and for some reason that made her want to cry.

      Kenzie reached out and took his hand. She couldn’t say anything without him hearing the tears in her voice, but she couldn’t ignore the need to touch him, to comfort him, to ease his pain.

      They stood like that for a long time. When she finally got herself under control, Kenzie gave him a little half smile. “I guess you’re not just a pretty face.”

      His bark of laughter eased some of the tension between them and the air felt clearer, like lancing an infection. It hurt, but the toxic pressure was gone.

      “Tell me something,” she said, tossing the cup behind her. It gave a ‘tink’ when it landed in the recycling.

      Finnick’s delighted smile set her heart racing and Kenzie stepped forward. Then that smile dropped and his eyes widened when she closed the distance between them. Her clothes brushed against his but there was no contact except where they held hands.

      The space between them was electrified.

      “Do you actually like me, or am I just a means to an end with this job?” Kenzie asked.

      It bothered her how much she cared, but even she couldn’t say what answer it was she wanted to hear. But she needed to know, because things were moving in ways she just couldn’t predict and that freaked her out more than anything.

      Finnick narrowed his eyes and then sniffed the air. Kenzie wished she could know what he learned from her scent, but she was just a powerless witch with an above average nose, not a shifter.

      “I don’t know,” he finally admitted.

      This time Kenzie was the one to reach out. Her free hand came up hesitantly, giving him every opportunity to stop her. He held perfectly still as she placed it on his cheek. She had wanted to touch him when he’d confessed to her – hug him maybe. But she didn’t really do much affectionate touching…ever. So it was all new and strange to her.

      This time she didn’t ignore the urge to touch him.

      When her thumb stroked his cheek his sharp inhale made a warmth flare in her belly and Kenzie pulled away as though he’d burned her.

      But Finnick snatched her wrist and she froze.

      They stared at each other, the moment suspended in time.

      What exactly was he planning to do?

      Finnick bent down and for a heartbreaking minute she thought he might kiss her. Part of her desperately wanted him to, and the other part was too busy freaking out. But he placed her wrist on his shoulder, and then wrapped his arms around her waist.

      He was hugging her.

      Kenzie was too shocked at first to do anything. Then all at once she relaxed and the breath she’d been holding released in a whoosh. She flung her other arm around his neck and held him tight, squeezing hard enough to keep her tears from falling as that strange feeling filled her again.

      Finnick buried his face in her neck and hair and squeezed her right back, lifting her up to her tip-toes. It settled the last part of her that was still nervous around him and Kenzie pressed her face into his chest so he wouldn’t see the stain of tears on her cheeks.

      But it didn’t matter. He could smell the salt.

      To her surprise Finnick didn’t mention it.

      He gently released her. Then he turned and went up the stairs so fast he was a blur.

      Kenzie didn’t bother to say anything to the others. She grabbed her pack and left. She stood on the porch outside, her bright pink VW Bug practically glowing under the streetlight – she felt a dampness on her shirt.

      Her hand went to the spot where Finnick had buried his face and her fingers came away wet. The summer breeze amplified the realness of the evidence. Kenzie tasted it and the salt on her tongue made that lump in her throat come back.

      If he didn’t say anything about the wet spot on his shirt, she wouldn’t say anything about the one on hers.
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      Hunter adjusted his tie and gritted his teeth. Business-wear was obnoxious at best, but in the heat it was downright intolerable. He sighed and got out of the car. At least the parking garage was cool.

      Ash had scouted everything the night before and found out Brad’s law firm was looking for computer engineers in the IT department. It was a lucky bit of chance and they’d had to pounce. This kind of access wouldn’t come along very often.

      “Everything okay?” Ash asked over the comms. The communication devices had been expensive but worth every penny for these kinds of jobs.

      Ironically Hunter had purchased them online from Kenzie and Selene before he really knew who they were. The dark web had plenty of strange people, but the paranormal world had its own corner where you could buy or sell pretty much anything.

      Including borderline illegal tech magic.

      “I don’t like wearing suits,” Hunter snapped. The summer heat was making him irritable.

      “At least you’re not baking on the roof,” Kenzie said. Her husky voice instantly soothed him and he went up the stairs to the lobby rather than take the elevator. Reading into every tiny reaction he had to her was becoming his favorite pastime.

      “Have you gotten in yet?” Hunter asked. A few more steps and he’d have to go radio silent. It wouldn’t do to allow his potential employer to think he was insane.

      “We’ve been up here for literally ten minutes,” Kenzie snapped. “Hold your fucking horses.”

      Hunter grinned.

      From what he and Ash had discovered about Davis Attorneys at Law it made the most sense to get everything done in one go. During the lunch hour the building was practically deserted. So they’d called Kenzie. She could gain access to the firm’s servers and everything on there while he interviewed for a position.

      The more Hunter learned about Kenzie, the more obsessed he became.

      She was a force to be reckoned with, as he’d noted when they first came across each other. But what she’d done for Finnick the night before…it was the first time since he’d met the other fox that his pain was tolerable.

      She had done that for him. Somehow Kenzie had eased some of Finnick’s suffering – and the stubborn fox had let her.

      Hunter would never forget the state Finnick had been in when he found him. The Blue Mountain Wolf Pack hadn’t taken kindly to a fox stealing in their territory. What probably bothered them the most was Finnick had been doing it for over a year.

      He and Ash had been passing through when they heard rumors of a fox being tried by the local wolf pack – vicious at the time. The new Alpha was far more forgiving. Kai might have even taken Finnick into his pack.

      But this Alpha had not been like that at all. He’d relished the pain he caused and coveted the power of Alpha.

      Hunter didn’t like other people much, but he’d gone to see this other fox. It was always best to at least look into the situation. Another fox owing him a favor was worth more than the peace and quiet he’d have otherwise.

      Finnick had been starving out in the world and on his own. He’d gone dark for a while, feeding on pain. And even then when he had, he’d done it to help others. Hunter hadn’t known what to think of that. Very few could feed on pain and still resist the urge to cause it.

      One little job and the Alpha had turned Finnick over to him. It was the Fates or the universe’s design, he knew that. Because once Finnick was a part of their ‘chaos’ as he liked to say, everything just fell into place.

      But now, ten years later, they had a mate.

      The universe wasn’t quite done with them yet it seemed.

      Ash and Kenzie muttered over the channel and he could hear Finnick breathing on his end. Finnick had been unusually quiet since he’d come up from their gym alone. He hadn’t asked where Kenzie had gone since he could hear her car’s engine start up, but Hunter had been curious about what had happened between them.

      Finnick had asked him to leave it alone, and sensing the edge his friend was on, he had. Hunter was still unsure about this witch who was not a witch. She could easily rip them all to shreds mentally and emotionally. He could feel it happening already.

      It had nothing to do with the three of them being jealous of each other either. She was just…made for them, he supposed. Did that mean they had to be ripped apart first so they could be put back together – remade into something new?

      Hunter clenched his jaw. That made a kind of poetic sense, but he wanted nothing to do with it. He’d cobbled this family together. He’d kept them all alive for the last decade, and he’d managed to keep all three of them from giving in to the sweet pull of someone else’s pain.

      Kenzie had so much of it. She was a walking temptation.

      Not only that, she didn’t need them to take it from her. She wanted it. Hunter knew she did. It was the way she held herself, the way she bore the scars proudly.

      “Ash, stop. You’re doing it wrong,” Kenzie said. Her soft voice soothed his general irritation over the comms. “Here, just let me do it.”

      His eyes narrowed as he concentrated on the two of them and the sounds around them. They should have been doing this at night, but it would be a risk either way. Getting a backdoor into the company’s servers was essential.

      There was no sound of footsteps, or doors opening where Kenzie and Ash were. They were safe for now.

      “Finnick, how’s everything looking from where you are?” Ash asked.

      “Boring.”

      The short answer concerned Hunter. If things didn’t go back to normal soon he’d have to stick his nose where it wasn’t wanted and he’d rather just give Finnick and Kenzie their privacy on the matter.

      “That’s better than not-boring,” Kenzie muttered. “Okay, I’ve set up the backdoor into the firm’s servers. Ash and I are going to pull out and meet up with you Finnick.”

      She talked like she did things like this all the time.

      Hunter wanted to know everything about her.

      But he also didn’t want to get too close, not yet. The closer he got the more the mate bond would solidify and that was something he hadn’t decided on yet.

      Despite this, it didn’t bother him that Kenzie was getting closer to Finnick. And probably Ash as well. She actually let Ash touch her. Hunter figured whatever they all ended up choosing, it would be for the best.

      Hunter wouldn’t mind sharing with his two best friends. He wasn’t really built to give a woman one hundred percent of his attention all the time. Connecting like that was the main reason he’d avoided anything serious. His body had needs and he met them, but that was it.

      So it would be a relief to share the relationship with others. He could still have love, and still be himself, without hurting his partner.

      “Kenzie, you don’t need to pull out of the back door. Didn’t anyone ever tell you that?” Finnick muttered over the comms.

      Her strangled response was barely comprehensible.

      Hunter smiled at that and showed his false identification to the security staff and they checked him in. If the fox could still make demented jokes he was fine.

      Then he went through a metal detector. Thanks to the enchanted tech his comm didn’t set off any alarms. It was enough to make Hunter wonder if he should just give the potion to Kenzie now.

      What else could she and Selene make for them?

      Remembering what Kenzie had told them about the Kavanagh matriarch and her engagement to the slime known as Bradley Davis…Hunter had to hold in his snarl. The man deserved to be ripped to pieces by scavengers for what he’d done.

      As a start anyway.

      Hunter didn’t really care about other people as a rule, but if he found out something like this he usually made a point to make it his business. Then he took care of the problem.

      It wasn’t always solved by their death. There were other ways to keep people from doing bad things that he preferred more. Like dismemberment. Effective and permanent. Hard to rape someone when your favorite piece of equipment was missing.

      Then he gave them one more chance to curb their violence.

      Once was usually enough.

      “This way Mr. Smith. Go up to the fourteenth floor. The secretary there will direct you to the lobby for your interview.”

      Hunter nodded and put his I.D. back and then put away his wallet. The security guard went back to the monitors so he didn’t see when Hunter stuck a device under the security desk. Then he smiled and slipped his hands into his pockets.

      The elevator trip seemed to take forever. He finally reached the right floor and the elevator dinged, doors opening onto an extremely posh office space.

      It was all glass walls and glittering gold without being too gaudy. There was marble furniture and shiny, cutting-edge computers. Even the secretary looked like she’d walked off the pages of the latest Vogue magazine.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Smith. Lorraine will be ready for your interview in a minute. Please come with me.” She didn’t try to touch him and Hunter was grateful for that.

      He could sense the ache in her stomach from the hunger. He could feel the pain in her shoulders from sitting at a desk all day, the pain in her feet from the sky-high heels. There were whispers in her aura of old pain…a broken arm, a brawl at a club…

      Hunter looked up and gave her a pleasant smile, ignoring everything else – pushing it back until it was nothing more than a distant irritation.

      She was about an inch or so taller than him, but he didn’t mind. The woman was beautiful…but not as beautiful as Kenzie, he realized. Kenzie had a viciousness to her that made her natural beauty into something completely breathtaking.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” the secretary asked, preening at his attention.

      Hunter nearly rolled his eyes. She had no idea what he was really thinking or she’d have a completely different look on her face. “No, thank you.”

      Another flirty smile and she whirled around to sashay back to her desk.

      The sooner he could get this over with the better. But then he’d have to fucking work here until they completed the job. It should have been Finnick. He was so much better with people. But the firm needed an engineer. Not a lawyer.

      Hunter needed this job so he could get on Brad’s extremely secure computer and laptop. Those they couldn’t access remotely as they didn’t share the same network. He kept them separate purposefully.

      It would be easy enough to infect his computer once he got the job, but it’s not something they could do remotely.

      Hunter smiled as Lorraine came to greet him.

      “Are you ready for your interview?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” he said congenially.

      This would be a piece of cake. They’d even have time for ice cream after. Hunter wondered if Kenzie would like ice cream.

      “Good luck, Hunter,” his mate whispered into his ear.

      He didn’t need luck with those three on his side.
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      Ash helped her down from the fire escape and grabbed her hand as the two of them walked across the street. It made her skin prickle and her hand clammy in the heat, but they would look like a couple out on a walk during lunch on a Wednesday just like everyone else.

      “You’re very good at this,” Ash said as he checked the traffic and then crossed the next street.

      “I don’t usually break and enter, but I have the skills for it,” Kenzie admitted. “I try to stay on the legal side of things when I can.”

      “Is that why you work for a human?”

      Ash didn’t even bother to hide the disgust in his voice. It made Kenzie wonder what shitty experience he’d had with them.

      “I’m not like you,” she told him, pulling her hand out of his and wiping the sweat off on her pants. “I blend in with them much better than I do with any of the paranormals. I don’t have any powers or super strength, remember?”

      Ash’s dark blue eyes pierced right through her. “Kenzie, you don’t blend. You stand out among them like a diamond against coal.”

      That was…oddly romantic.

      He tugged her out of the street and onto the sidewalk as a car blared its horn at them. She blinked and looked up at Ash.

      This one liked her. Whether he knew it or not. The way he watched her with a frown, she’d guess he wasn’t sure about her. But his body language and his actions told her everything she could possibly want to know.

      Ash followed her like a flower to the sun. It was strange, but also flattering. Even if his quiet intensity still put her on edge.

      “I like my job, and now I have to go back since my lunch is over. So I’ll be starving and cranky too.” Kenzie crossed her arms over her chest and looked away.

      They’d called her right in the middle of her commute and asked, no told her she needed to be at the firm at lunch with all her goods. Kenzie sighed. Next time they better give her more warning.

      “Your wish is my command,” Finnick said. He handed her a burrito wrapped in foil as he stepped out of the black van.

      Of course they owned a sketchy-looking van.

      Kenzie took the burrito and thanked him. Things were still raw between them no matter how much Finnick tried to pretend otherwise.

      They stared at each other. Both of them assessing and studying. Finnick was the one who’d practically run away, as though opening up to her – finding comfort in her touch was shameful. But Kenzie didn’t feel one ounce of shame for what had happened between them.

      Caution yes, but not anything negative.

      “Drive safe,” Ash murmured, his fingers brushing against hers. “Let us know when you access their computers and what you find. Sometime tonight?”

      She nodded, looking back to the black-haired fox who was still such a mystery to her. “I’ll see what I can get into. Hunter…let me know when you get the job. You know where to find me.”

      It was hard to leave them with Ash and Finnick staring after her like lost puppies. They didn’t want her to leave, but neither of them liked or knew why they felt that way. Kenzie completely understood. She didn’t want to go back to work, or go home.

      Even though it was like walking on eggshells around them, it was a thousand times better than being with her family.

      She turned and walked toward her pink Bug and refused to look back at them. There was still two hours left on her shift, and then she had to update Selene. Would her sister make it six months without powers?

      There had to be a way to speed this up.

      Kenzie got in her car and turned the ignition. Two more hours and then she could do her real job – helping her sister.
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      “Kenzie!”

      Instantly she sat up straight, heart pounding as she tried to figure out what the hell was going on.

      “Are you okay?” Selene asked.

      Where the fuck was she?

      Kenzie rubbed her face and wiped away the drool. She’d fallen asleep, but at her desk based on the key imprints on her cheek. Shit, she should have just gone to bed first. But getting to dig around in Brad’s computers had just been too tempting.

      “What time is it?” she asked her sister.

      Selene frowned as she handed Kenzie a cup of coffee. “It’s four o’clock.”

      “In the morning?”

      “No, in the afternoon. It’s Thursday.”

      She choked on her coffee and had to put it down. Selene handed her a bottle of water. “Fuck!” She’d slept right through work.

      “Don’t worry I called in for you and let them know you’re sick.”

      Kenzie thought her heart might explode from the adrenaline that had shot through her at being that fucking late. Who needed coffee to wake up in the morning? Coffee was for wimps. Abject terror was far more effective.

      Maybe she should quit, or take a leave of absence. Dealing with the foxes, this job, and the odd hours while still trying to hold down an early morning shift would be nearly impossible. There just weren’t enough hours in the day.

      “Did you have to yell?” Kenzie muttered, sipping at the water.

      “I said your name like five times, what more do you want?” Selene snapped.

      She arched a brow at her sister. Someone was cranky.

      “I’m worried about you,” Selene told her. “You’re barely sleeping, and you’re overworking yourself. Isn’t there anything I can do to help?”

      Kenzie loved her sister dearly for offering. There weren’t words to describe how much. “You can’t be connected to this in any way, not when you’re the matriarch. Me? The Council could punish me and it would be no big deal. There isn’t anything in the paranormal world I have to lose.”

      “Apparently you have mates.”

      Oh shit, she had completely forgotten to tell her about that. Kenzie winced and glanced at her sister. Selene wasn’t angry though, just very annoyed. “I honestly thought I’d told you.”

      “Nope, but you did remember to tell Grandma Edith. Is there something else you may have forgotten to tell me?”

      Kenzie cleared her throat and jiggled her mouse so her monitors would come to life. Not telling Selene was one thing, outright lying to her face was completely different. “Yes there’s something else, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to tell you.”

      Selene huffed and the matriarch was nothing more than her sister once more. “I promise not to freak out.”

      She kept her eyes on the computer screens, scanning everything she’d gotten into after her shift. For fuck sake, when had she even fallen asleep? It was all a blur. “Swear on the Fates you won’t say or do anything after I tell you.”

      Selene sat on her chair and pushed herself over to Kenzie’s desk, rolling across the room. “You’re scaring me. Just tell me.”

      “Swear it, S. This isn’t a game. Your life is in danger.”

      “Fine, I swear on the Fates.”

      Kenzie swung her chair around and studied Selene. Her sister looked exhausted. There were bruises under her eyes and her skin was whiter than normal. The blue of her veins was stark against the black she wore. The lack of powers was already taking a toll and it had barely been more than a week.

      “Grandma Edith put out a contract on Brad. She wants him taken down. As mercenaries, the foxes got their paws on the contract and took it. They will give me the potion in exchange for helping them. We have six months to destroy his reputation, finances, company, and anything else we can dream up.”

      Selene’s mouth popped open in shock and Kenzie almost laughed. Her Snow White sister couldn’t be more innocent-looking, but she had more sense than anyone gave her credit for. She’d witnessed how they treated Kenzie, knew what they’d done to her, and then lived among the coven and their constant push and pull for access to more power.

      But she was still kind and gentle despite all of this. That was what made her such a good leader. She had endless patience. Kenzie wouldn’t be surprised if she ended up as the next High Priestess.

      “Grandma Edith did that? Are you sure?”

      Kenzie sipped at her coffee, feeling the jumpiness settle a bit at the familiar ritual. “Yeah, cause I fucking asked her what she was thinking right after I found out. Apparently she is rather put out he cursed you.”

      Selene’s mouth twitched into a smile. “That’s a mild way to put it.”

      Her sister didn’t give away her thoughts as she contemplated. Kenzie waited a few minutes, but then she couldn’t take it anymore. “What do you think about that?”

      Selene leaned back and tapped her long red nails on the desk. “Honestly? I’m more surprised you have three fox mates than I am that Edith has a mean, vindictive streak.”

      “Seriously? She wasn’t shocked about the mate thing weirdly. Told me not to tell on her, so don’t say shit. I don’t want to know what she’d do if she found out I told you.”

      Kenzie flinched when she heard her grandma yell her name. It was like the old crone knew when she was being talked about, like she was Lucifer or something.

      “Kenzie! Your picture books came!”

      Oh geez. They needed to sit down and have a talk about this. “For fuck’s sake. Gram-Gram! They’re graphic novels!” she yelled back.

      Selene giggled which was annoying. Kenzie glared at her sister and got up to go fetch the package from her nosy-ass grandma who liked to open everyone’s damn mail.

      “Deadpool?” a frighteningly familiar male voice asked.

      Her heart leapt into her throat when Finnick entered her workroom with the box of graphic novels. How had he gotten in here? She snatched the package from him and glared. “What the hell are you doing?”

      He gave her that heart-stopping, cocky grin she hated so much and then winked at her wide-eyed sister. “Gram-Gram told me to give it to you after answering the door and being so gracious as to invite me in. So you like a merc with a mouth?” Finnick came closer until they were barely an inch apart. It was difficult to breathe. “I’m a merc with a mouth.”

      “I should go.” Selene stood up from her chair and Kenzie was desperate for her to stay.

      “No, you should sit back down and help me figure out why there’s a fox in my secret workroom.” Kenzie couldn’t break eye contact with Finnick. His presence made the space feel so small.

      “Um, no. I’m definitely leaving. I’ll be back…when you let me know it’s safe to come down.” Selene darted out of the room and closed the door behind her.

      “She doesn’t like being called Gram-Gram,” Kenzie snapped. It was the only thought that would form in her stupid brain.

      Finnick smiled and tilted his head. “Really? She laughed when I called her that.” Of course she would.

      Something had definitely changed with him and she wasn’t sure what. “How did you find me here?”

      Finnick took another step forward and his chest hit the box she was holding onto with a death grip. He took the package and set it down on her desk. “Your general address is listed. This room? It was pretty obvious there was a place like this when you were nowhere to be found in your main living space. Are you hurt?”

      His question threw her so off guard she stuttered. “W-what? No, I’m not hurt. Why would you ask that?”

      Then his arms wrapped around her waist like he planned to slow dance with her, but he just stared down into her eyes. Kenzie’s thoughts were so scattered she didn’t even try to stop him. Her hands came up on their own and rested on his shoulders like it was the most natural thing in the world.

      His grip tightened around her and she was pressed up against him as he growled deep in his chest. “You’ve been radio silent for over twenty-four hours. It was worrisome. We assumed you were hurt. So we came here to check on you.”

      “We?”

      “Ash is upstairs talking with your grandmother.”

      Kenzie’s lips parted as she realized she liked being held by Finnick. She liked how worried he was about her. There were times she was gone for weeks and no one even noticed but Selene. “I apologize,” she murmured. “I stayed up too late going through the firm’s computers and then I fell asleep. I literally just woke up. I’m not—not used to people caring, about where I am, I mean.”

      He squeezed her once, a vicious hug, and then his grip loosened. “We prefer to check in at least once a day. Longer than twenty-four hours and it’s assumed you are dead or dying. Now promise you’ll follow our rules while you work with us.”

      Kenzie wanted him to hold her as tightly as he had before, but she didn’t know how to ask for that without things getting weird. “Yeah, okay. I’ll check in.”

      “Promise me,” he demanded.

      She cleared her throat and stepped away from him. “I promise.”

      “Good, now…what other comic books do you have?”

      The sudden change in intensity surprised her enough to make her laugh. Kenzie picked up the box of Deadpool comics and led him out to her living room where one whole wall was covered from floor to ceiling in shelves. Not all of them were graphic novels, but there were a lot.

      “This is all of them?” Finnick asked.

      She started putting the new ones where they belonged and Kenzie glanced at him whenever she thought he wasn’t looking. Why had he been so bothered? They’d barely been working together for a day. And honestly they didn’t need her.

      They were the ones who were giving her the opportunity, not the other way around. She needed the potion. They needed nothing from her.

      “I can’t scent you with that stupid fucking charm, but you look troubled. Cough it up.”

      Kenzie chewed on her lip. It was like being an awkward teenager all over again. Geez, how did people deal with this? “Something has changed,” she said slowly. “With you. What is it?” Slipping the last book onto the shelf she turned and eyed Finnick.

      It was so weird to see him standing in her living room, in her family’s mansion. He was so fucking beautiful and dangerous. The danger was what made him even more beautiful, she thought. It gave him an edge she liked – it made her feel safe in a weird, fucked up way.

      Finnick glanced at the stairs that led up to her family’s main floor and then he studied her again. Was he going to tell her, or was he going to let her suffer?

      “You surprised me. The other day, in our gym. It wasn’t something I was ready for, no matter how much I liked it.”

      Holy shit. He was going to tell her. Kenzie felt her heart pound and she decided she should make a concession as well. She took out the charm that masked her scent and set it on the shelf. Instantly Finnick’s nostrils flared and his eyes widened.

      “When we didn’t hear from you, we reached out,” he told her, slowly closing the distance between them. “When you didn’t respond I thought something had happened to you.”

      Kenzie crossed the room towards him, meeting him halfway to reward him for being honest with her. Finnick paused, but then he reached out and grabbed her hand, tugging her forward. His arms wrapped around her again and this time she wrapped hers around his neck, on purpose. Something about it just felt right.

      “I thought you had been taken, or hurt. Kenzie…I’ve never felt fear like that before. Never.”

      “I’m okay,” she reassured him. “Nothing happened. I’m sorry it scared you.”

      “I want to take you out on a date.”

      She threw her head back and laughed. “Why do you make it sound so painful?”

      Finnick flexed his arms and lifted her up so smoothly her legs instinctively wrapped around his waist. It was so intimate and familiar she felt the blush color her cheeks. The laugh died on her lips and she wanted him to kiss her.

      Kenzie was normally the girl who took what she wanted, but she felt like Finnick needed to be the one – to know he was the one making this choice of his own volition.

      “I’ve never taken anyone out on a date before,” he admitted.

      She pulled back and searched his face. He was serious if a bit rueful. Wow. “Are you a virgin?”

      Finnick laughed so hard he nearly dropped her. “Babe, I am the farthest thing from a virgin that could possibly exist. I’m a dirty whore.”

      For some reason that made her want to squirm. What did he know how to do with all that practice? Being a shifter he’d be clean too…she bit her lip to keep from wiggling against him.

      He pulled her lip from between her teeth. “You like that,” he said in surprise.

      Without her charm he could read her every emotion and physical reaction. This time it didn’t bother her. Kenzie wanted him to know, so he would stop playing these little fucking games.

      “So, if you want to take me out on a date, does that mean you want the mate bond?” she asked. Dating wasn’t the same as being a mate, she knew that. And Kenzie still didn’t know what to think or feel about this mate thing. But she wanted to know what he was thinking.

      Finnick groaned and threw her on the couch. It shocked her enough she squealed and then laughed when she saw him shaking his head. “I don’t fucking know, but I want you in my life right now. Can we figure the hard shit out later?”

      “Works for me.” Kenzie watched him prowl towards her.

      He may be a fox, but he was still a predator. When he pinned her to the couch and then gently climbed on top of her she couldn’t help the stupid little gasp that came out of her mouth.

      “I want you to ask me for it,” he murmured, breathing her in. “Ask me to kiss you. I know you want me to, but I need to hear you say the words.”

      Oh shit. She was in so much trouble.

      “Finnick,” she whispered and he groaned again when she said his name. “Would you please kiss me like a dirty whore?”

      He grinned at that, eyeing her with appreciation. “Yeah, I think I can do that.”

      Then he held her face gently. When his lips finally met hers it felt like he was devouring her.

      Kenzie hadn’t been kissed in a long time. And the way Finnick kissed her, it was liquid fire. His lips were softer than she thought they’d be and his tongue slipped into her mouth so gently she almost didn’t notice until it stroked her own, suggestive.

      When she kissed him back that gentleness gave way to a ferocity she felt mirrored in her own reaction. Her nails dug into his shoulders. The weight of him on top of her made his erection painfully obvious and she wrapped a leg around him so she could feel him better.

      His answering growl as he gripped her hard enough to bruise made every logical and rational thought fly right out of her head. Kenzie had never felt a need like this before. It was ruthless and demanding.

      It begged for her to strip off their clothes so she could fuck him right now.

      “Kenzie, as charming as this one is I don’t wish to see him deflower you.”

      Without warning she dumped Finnick onto the floor, cheeks so red a fire might actually start. “Grandma, you have the worst timing. And you know I’m no virgin so let’s not pretend.”

      Edith rolled her eyes. “I’m bored of the other one. Give them the answer they need so they can leave.”

      Finnick was laughing so hard he wasn’t even breathing. Kenzie ignored him and how ridiculous he was being and adjusted her shirt before running up the stairs to see what Ash wanted.

      “Gram-Gram I think you’re my new favorite person,” she heard Finnick say.

      “Get off the floor darling, the maid only comes down here once a week. Kenzie can be so stubborn.”

      “I like that about her.”

      “As do I, now get off the fucking floor.”

      Ash was waiting at the top of the stairs and he had this strange little smile on his face. Then it hit her. He probably heard everything that had happened. And could now smell it. Was that weird?

      “When do I get to kiss you?” he asked, looking her up and down like she was a delicious snack.

      Her mouth dropped open in shock. That was all he wanted to know? She cleared her throat. “Erm, what is it you wanted to tell me?”

      “We’re going to meet with someone Brad has paid off for their silence. But it would probably go better if you were there, another female.” Ash reached out and pulled her towards him slowly.

      “Sure,” she said, swallowing hard. “I can go whenever, but not tomorrow. I have a meeting with Selene and Samuel.”

      “Yeah that’s fine. We’ll let you know when she agrees to meet with us. And I’m glad you’re still alive.”

      Ash bent down and gave her a very chaste kiss on the cheek that was nearly as hot as her kiss with Finnick. What made it so intense was knowing he didn’t give a fuck that she’d just made out with his best friend. He still wanted – wanted her despite her burgeoning relationship with the other one.

      Finnick brushed by and they left with those stupid, knowing smiles. She slammed the door behind the two foxes. They liked to fuck with her mind too much.

      “I like them,” Gram-Gram said, watching them leave. “They have great musculature.”

      “You need a boy toy,” Kenzie said with a sigh, going to find Selene.

      “You’re probably right, darling. Would you help me on one of those...what is it called, a tinder?”

      As if this day couldn’t get any weirder.
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      “So did you kiss him?”

      This was a weird conversation to be having with her sister. They didn’t usually talk about boys. Ever. It was a weird unspoken rule. Selene had been engaged since she could walk and there wasn’t really anyone for Kenzie to date so they left the subject alone.

      A human would have too many questions. And no male witch would date her – the abomination.

      She tugged on the suit jacket Selene had made her wear. “Yes, I kissed him.”

      The car they were in was luxury incarnate. Supple leather, ice cold air-conditioning, and a full bar if she wanted. The meeting with Samuel was right smack in the middle of her normal workday, so she’d had to call in sick again.

      “Do you like him?” Selene asked, genuinely curious.

      Her sister had no ulterior motive. If this was what Kenzie wanted she would support her, but there was also a hint of concern in her voice.

      “Does he make you nervous?” Kenzie asked, stretching her legs.

      A bodycon dress and a pair of heels were paired with her blazer. The diamonds at her throat and ears were given to her by Selene on her eighteenth birthday. Her hair was in an elegant chignon, hiding the shaved side of her head. And her makeup was perfect. The charms in her ears stayed though she’d just switched them out for the diamond ones.

      If Kenzie didn’t think her looks could be a weapon she’d fucking hate every second of this. But she knew what she looked like, she wasn’t blind. Selene had looked stunned when she came up the stairs. That was more than enough of a pat on the back.

      “Yes, he makes me very nervous,” Selene told her. “Finnick is barely contained violence.”

      “And that’s how I feel about Samuel.”

      Selene blushed prettily, but looked out the window instead of at Kenzie. “It’s just a diplomatic meeting, Kenz. I want to know what he wants from us.”

      “So you aren’t attracted to him?”

      “Are you attracted to your fox?”

      The car pulled up to the skyscraper and the driver politely pretended not to listen to what they were saying.

      “Very.” Kenzie had never been one to lie to her sister and there was no reason to now. Finnick was red hot sex wrapped up in goofy seduction.

      That was part of the problem. She’d kind of agreed to go out on a date with him later that night, but it wasn’t until she’d seen Ash that Kenzie realized it could be a problem with the other two. And they were working together.

      Did being mates cancel out that ‘don’t date your coworkers thing?’

      The driver opened Selene’s door and then helped her out. Her sister wore a pantsuit that was extremely flattering and feminine on her paired with sky-high designer heels. Her charms were worn differently, but they were still there on a long necklace always tucked underneath her clothes.

      “Why do you like him?” Selene asked as they walked up to Samuel’s building. “Do you like the other two? How does that work?”

      “Geez, S. Give me a minute to frickin’ answer.” Kenzie gave the security guard her most dazzling smile and tried not to feel so pleased with herself when he openly stared before finally taking her I.D.

      Hopefully none of the security would recognize her. Kenzie had no idea how much they’d seen of her, if anything.

      Fates, she was nervous someone would figure it out.

      Security did Selene’s identification process next and Kenzie tried to figure out how to answer her sister’s questions.

      Part of the problem was she had no real answers. Kenzie knew as much about it all as Selene, which wasn’t a whole lot.

      Telling her Finnick wasn’t as dangerous as he seemed was a lie. Kenzie didn’t feel like he was dangerous to her. That was very different.

      “I like Finnick because he’s not what he seems. He’s much more than the cocky, bad boy he likes to pretend he is,” Kenzie finally said.

      They walked together towards the elevator and she contemplated the other two. “Ash…is completely different from him. He’s quiet and intense, but when he does say something it’s always so insightful. Ash is a strange combination of both Hunter and Finnick in terms of personality I think. I don’t know if I like him, but I’m definitely attracted to him.”

      The lobby was quiet and she kept her voice soft so it wouldn’t echo in the massive space. Light filtered through the glass and Kenzie stopped in front of the shiny elevators. She pulled down the hem of her dress and sighed. “I’m also attracted to Hunter, even if he does make me the most nervous between the three of them. He’s the one I know the least. The whole thing is weird and confusing and none of us have really talked about it. I have no idea where we stand when it comes to being mates and I’m not ready to know.”

      “It’s not weird exactly,” Selene murmured as she pressed the button for the elevator. “But I couldn’t imagine having three mates or what that would be like.”

      Kenzie eyed her sister. “You know Samuel doesn’t come alone right? He would be mated to someone with two others. All feline shifters are mated in triads, female in the center of the triangle.”

      “I know that,” Selene snapped, stepping into the elevator. Kenzie followed her and kept quiet. It must have been something Selene hadn’t been able to stop thinking about for her to sound so annoyed.

      When the doors closed she eyed the camera in the corner and tapped the spell on her smartwatch – giving them the privacy they needed to finish the conversation before Samuel and the other shifters could listen in on every word.

      “You could take off your charm so he could scent you; find out if you’re mates. Or you could leave it on and date him until one day his mate does come along. Then there’s the smart thing, you could leave him alone and find a nice witch to date, or a hunter for all I care. Maybe even a demon.”

      Selene eyed her and then the camera. “It would be easiest to take off the charm and see what happens. The choice will be made for me.”

      Kenzie watched her sister pull the charm from under her blazer and tug it off. There was no reason for her to need to hide her scent from Samuel. Selene didn’t go breaking and entering like Kenzie did. The only thing she worried about was if he might be able to tell there was something wrong with her power by scent alone.

      She sniffed once, but her sister smelled like she always did. Kenzie wasn’t a shifter. She couldn’t read someone’s emotions or whatever else just from their scent.

      Selene handed the charm to her, blushing prettily yet again. This was so strange. Her sister was never openly attracted to anyone.

      When she tucked the necklace back under the lace top Kenzie reactivated the cameras and checked the time. They were going to be three minutes late which was annoying.

      The doors slid open and they walked out together like they always did when it was just the two of them. Even though Selene was matriarch she never acted like she was better than Kenzie, or worth more. It was probably why they’d managed to stay so close.

      “Welcome Matriarch Kavanagh,” a handsome shifter greeted them. “Ms. Kavanagh, Mr. Erikson is waiting for the both of you, please follow me.”

      Their heels clicked and clacked on the tile in tandem as they walked through the fancy office. Kenzie tried not to remember what it looked like at night. She tried not to even look too long at anything, wondering if she’d left marks anywhere.

      She doubted she had, but some papers had scattered to the floor when she’d fallen. Was there fox fur on the tile? For some reason she doubted it. Where did they get their gear from? That was the real question.

      Ironically some of it had been hers. Kenzie couldn’t help but feel a bit flattered. Sketchy mercs thought her tech was good enough to use on missions. That was kind of a big deal in the underground paranormal world.

      The secretary knocked on Samuel’s door and all of a sudden Kenzie felt nervous again. She was about to be face to face with the goddamn Alpha of every feline Alpha on the West Coast – one of the most powerful shifters in the United States…who she’d stolen from.

      Kenzie doubted the fact that the foxes had stolen from her after she’d gotten the potion would make much of a difference to Samuel, even if it had happened in his building.

      Then the door opened and it was too late to matter. Not that she could have run off without looking suspicious. So instead she smiled wide at the Alpha and followed her sister into his office.

      “Can you please bring coffee and various sundries for these gorgeous women?” Samuel asked without looking up from his work.

      The secretary scurried out and Kenzie narrowed her eyes at the tiger. Selene elbowed her in the ribs, hard. He could give them his full attention since they were there at his invitation.

      “Too busy to see us?” Kenzie snapped.

      Samuel looked up and his gaze flicked between the two of them. “No, I apologize. This contract can wait. I appreciate…” he trailed off and then his eyes snapped to Selene.

      For the first time he could catch her scent and he was instantly aware of the difference.

      The Alpha prowled across the room, his massive shoulders making the fitted button down shirt taut as he moved. Kenzie held her breath as he moved like the predator he was, so apparent despite the extremely expensive business-wear.

      Would her sister end up mated as well, or did the Alpha have something else in mind?

      Then Samuel paused right in front of Selene and held out his hand. “Do you mind? It’s been difficult finding my mate and I may need to resort to a witch’s help if I don’t find her soon.”

      Selene nodded and he pulled her forward gently. This was so awkward to watch. Kenzie wanted to turn around and give them privacy, but she also didn’t trust him with her sister so she crossed her arms over her chest and glared while his hand skimmed the back of her neck as he lifted her hair.

      Then he leaned down like he was going to kiss her throat, but Samuel didn’t actually touch her. Kenzie had to respect him a little for that. At least he was a polite creep.

      “Thank you,” Samuel said. Selene’s entire body tensed as she waited for the answer. “I apologize; it doesn’t seem the Fates have given us the bond.”

      Kenzie’s eyes narrowed even farther. Now he was using the Fates to let down her sister? No one knew where the magic from the mate bonds really came from, but invoking the Fates was tacky.

      Selene just smiled though like she always did. “I didn’t think we were.”

      Oh, Selene. Kenzie glanced at her sister and wished she could help her, but they still had to get through this meeting and figure out what it was that Samuel wanted from them.

      Then the big Alpha turned to her. “Do you mind?”

      Kenzie backed up, alarmed. “Yes, I fucking mind.”

      “Kenzie!”

      “Selene! I’m not letting him sniff me!”

      This was not going as planned. Not at all.

      “This isn’t why we’re here,” she reminded Samuel. “What do you want from us? That way I can say no and we can be on our way.”

      She also wanted to give Selene the space she needed to process this and sitting through a meeting wouldn’t allow her to do that.

      Then Samuel smirked at her. He actually smirked.

      Well fuck.

      Then his secretary came in with a tray of coffee and croissants. He must have sensed something in the air because his hands shook as he served them. Samuel walked back to his chair behind his desk, the position of power. It made his secretary even more nervous, but not one drop of coffee spilled. The nameless shifter set the cups down on the table between the two guest chairs and then skedaddled out of there so fast he blurred.

      When the door clicked closed Samuel smiled at her, all white teeth against his perfect tan. “I don’t think you’re going to say no,” he said. He indicated they should sit in the two chairs before him, the ones Kenzie had jumped over while running away from Ash a few nights ago.

      “And why is that?” Selene asked stiffly. They both sat though there was something about Samuel’s presence that made it hard to refuse.

      “Because I know you stole from me, Mackenzie.”
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      How had he found out she’d stolen the stupid potion? There was nothing she’d left behind, she was sure of it.

      Kenzie’s heart raced and she suddenly felt cold. This was very, very bad.

      But on the outside she kept her face calm and smiled at the Alpha. “There’s no way I could have stolen from you. Are you missing something?”

      Samuel chuckled. “You’re very good, I’ll give you that. We wouldn’t have even known you were here if it wasn’t for the mercenaries tripping the wire which prompted a bit of digging.”

      Fucking hell. Those damn bastards were going to hear it from her later.

      “I didn’t even know it was you until I heard a triad of foxes was recently mated to a fiery redhead. It’s rare enough that it gets around through certain channels. Tell me, have they claimed you yet? Do you think that their rules are strange enough I could be your mate as well?”

      It was difficult not to rip his face off with her bare hands. “Doubtful. You’re creepy.”

      “The foxes are shifters as well.”

      Kenzie actually laughed at that. “Oh, it has nothing to do with the fact that you’re a shifter. You’re just creepy.”

      Selene sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose in exasperation.

      The Alpha laughed though. “I don’t believe we are either as that would upset the balance of three the universe seems to favor. But I was curious how far you’d let me play the game. Though I am truly disappointed you’re not my mate, Matriarch Kavanagh. I was hoping you were.”

      Her sister gave him a polite smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Not being his mate had really messed with her. “We don’t have your potion.”

      “Goddammit, S.” Kenzie crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Samuel. The stupid shifter hadn’t said anything about what was stolen, and now Selene had just confirmed they knew what had been taken.

      Selene’s face turned white as she realized her mistake. It made the bruising under her eyes even more apparent. The makeup wasn’t helping anymore.

      “I assumed you don’t have it because I haven’t been struck down by magic. The foxes took it from you then, their mate? That’s quite funny.” He drummed his fingers on the desk as he considered it, a stupid smirk at the corners of his mouth.

      “They didn’t know I was their mate when they took it,” Kenzie snarled, jumping to her feet.

      “Already protective of them, are we? Well, it seems you two have gotten the shit end of the stick here. You’re going to have to pay for taking that potion, with nothing to show for it.” The way he looked at her, and Selene, it was cold and calculating. Their situation didn’t matter to him, only his own.

      “I thought you cared about my sister,” Kenzie spat at him.

      At that Samuel’s face softened slightly. “I do, but I don’t have the recipe for the potion, and she’s dealt with having a powerless witch in the family for a long time. I’m sure she can wait a little longer.”

      Kenzie blinked and she felt her anger dissipate. He didn’t know. He didn’t know why she’d stolen the potion.

      She and her sister shared a look. It would be best to keep it that way.

      “Yes, well…are you going to report me to the Council? What about the mercs?”

      Samuel arched a dark brow at her. “You mean your mates?”

      Kenzie planted her hands on her hips. “I haven’t accepted the mate bond, but yes, what are you going to do about them?”

      Samuel tilted his head ever so slightly and she hated how it reminded her of Hunter. It was the bit of feline the foxes had and she could see it in the way the tiger moved. The foxes moved like that too. “Do you care what I do with them?” he asked.

      It was a loaded question so she shrugged instead of responding.

      Kenzie didn’t know the game that was currently being played. Samuel held all the power at the moment, or so she thought, but there was something he wanted from her and Selene badly enough that he’d set up this meeting and sat on the information rather than take it straight to the Council.

      But would he punish Hunter, Ash, and Finnick? What then? Would he take the potion from them? They fell under his jurisdiction as Six Rivers Pride answered to him. What Samuel did with them didn’t need to go through the Council.

      If the Alpha took the potion from the foxes then she’d really be out of luck. Kenzie doubted she could steal it from the tiger twice and get away with it.

      She tried to tell herself that’s why she wanted to know what he would do to the three foxes, but Kenzie knew the truth. She was starting to care about those stupid bastards.

      Stupid, stupid bastards. Getting caught like a bunch of noobs.

      “I don’t give a shit what you to do them,” Kenzie lied, thanking the Fates for her charms. She slid off her blazer and noted the way his eyes fumbled over her curves, staring before he caught himself. “If you punish the foxes, there’s no reason for this meeting. They’re the ones who have the potion. I could walk out right now and justice would be served. Unless you have proof I was the one who originally took it.”

      Samuel narrowed his eyes at her. She couldn’t tell if he was annoyed or impressed. “I just recorded your confession.”

      She smiled sweetly at him. “Did you?”

      A deep grumble filled the room as Samuel reached for his keyboard. The noises that played back were painful over the static. The Alpha growled and it made the hairs on her arms stand up straight, but Kenzie kept that smile plastered on her face.

      “What did you do?”

      Her smartwatch had all kinds of goodies she didn’t plan to share with anyone. Ever. “Something you probably want. Now…are you going to punish Six Rivers Pride?”

      “No,” he snapped. Selene jumped at the deep sound and Kenzie couldn’t blame her.

      “Are you going to turn me in?”

      The Alpha eyed her and then he sighed. The tension in the room lessened a fraction and Kenzie could almost breathe again. “You know they warned me about you?” He gave her a rueful smile. “The entire security staff, and the private investigator warned me about you, but they didn’t know it was you. Just that whoever managed to get into my vault undetected, and then out would have to be smarter than a fox.”

      Then he laughed so hard and so long Kenzie thought he might actually be losing his mind.

      “And then you end up mated to foxes. How fitting.”

      It was so stupid Kenzie couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “Har har, yes the universe plays terrible jokes.”

      “I won’t turn you in if you two can help me out.” Samuel didn’t look like a male trying to blackmail them. He just seemed…at his wit’s end. Like the break in had been the last straw.

      Selene tapped her long red nails on the arm of the chair and her blue eyes were like shards of ice. This was the matriarch of the Kavanagh clan, not the silly nineteen year old girl with a crush on a shifter. “I assume that’s why we’ve really been called. You didn’t think we would agree to work with you, did you? Well, get it over with.”

      Damn girl. Kenzie wanted to sassy-snap her fingers but she settled for a smug look. Samuel looked outright shocked at the shift in attitude.

      Then he chuckled. “I really like you two. And no, I didn’t think you would work with me on this. Witches don’t work for shifters.”

      Kenzie didn’t know how to feel about that exactly. He was still an ass for forcing their hand, but there was something else going on.

      Samuel spun the pen on his desk that was probably worth more than her car. “As you know I’m in the business of cutting-edge technology. Clean, affordable energy. I’ve been having some issues with competitors and I need to keep them out of my company and warehouses. Corporate sabotage isn’t a joke when the fate of the planet is at stake. They’ve destroyed billions of dollars’ worth of equipment and I can’t keep them out or find out who they are. I’m not even sure if they’re human or paranormal.”

      Kenzie sighed. “So you really want me, not my sister.”

      “No,” Samuel corrected. “I need you both for a contract job to set up a new security system using tech magic.”

      She shared a look with her sister.

      “No witch has worked with you before?” Selene asked. “Most would do a Council member the favor of warding his company and warehouses.”

      The Alpha shrugged. “I have, but I assume they aren’t as powerful as you or Takahashi. And they can’t do tech magic. Morgan was down here a while ago, but told me to ask you two.”

      Kenzie hid how much she liked hearing that. Morgan was one of the most powerful witches in a generation, but tech wasn’t her specialty though she was decent at a few of the smaller tricks.

      “We don’t do tech magic for free,” Kenzie told the tiger.

      Selene nodded. “And it can’t be done overnight.”

      If they couldn’t get the potion…shit, how much time would Samuel give them? How much time did Selene even have left before things started to go bad?

      Kenzie had a sinking feeling she would need to beg the foxes for the potion. And she would. She’d get down on her knees if that got Selene what she needed.

      “I’ll pay you,” Samuel told them. “I understand the method I’m using to acquire your services isn’t the best, but I need to keep what I love safe. You may hate me for it now, but would you do anything less?” Samuel eyed Kenzie like he knew.

      “No, I’d do whatever it took,” Kenzie admitted. And she would. Right after she wrung their little fox necks.

      “Good, then as soon as I have you contracted I’ll forget all about the potion.”

      Selene stood from the chair and studied Samuel with that matriarch air. “You better, Samuel. Wouldn’t want for it to be known the Alpha of the West Coast Pride breaks his oath. Send me the contract so I can have my lawyers look it over before we sign. We’ll go from there after we’ve both agreed to the terms.”

      Without another word her sister walked out of the office.

      Kenzie slowly stood and then picked up her blazer, still trying to process. Somehow…this hadn’t turned out as badly as she thought it might. She glanced at the tiger still eyeing her curiously, eyes trailing over her scars.

      He annoyed her, but she could also see where he was coming from. Clean energy was a vital part of their future, but she didn’t have to like the way he was going about this.

      Before she could blink Samuel had her pinned against the wall. His hand on her throat squeezed just hard enough to bruise and she choked. There were a thousand different ways to get out of this hold, but she wanted to see what he would do, she wanted to know why he felt the need to threaten her. So Kenzie breathed through the pain and held his glowing gaze.

      The game wasn’t over yet.

      “How did you do it?” Samuel asked. “How did you get in and out without a trace? The only reason I suspected you were here at all was the pentagram on my vault door. It was too perfect for a twitchy fox. They would have used brute force. You’re the only one I know with access to powerful enchanted objects.”

      No, they were smarter than that, she wanted to say. They had used her.

      Samuel studied her, trying to figure out how she’d outsmarted him. He didn’t really expect an answer from her. Kenzie assumed he was just nursing his wounded pride. The Alpha squeezed her neck one last time to remind her who was stronger, and then he released her.

      What he said next made no fucking sense after what he’d just done. “You don’t need powers, Kenzie. You’re quite capable all on your own.”

      Her hand went to her throat, feeling the bruises already forming. They all forgot. They forgot she was barely more than human and not another paranormal, even Selene did sometimes. She didn’t heal like they did.

      Samuel straightened his cuffs like this was just another meeting. “I’ll have the contract to you by Monday.”

      Kenzie ignored the pain and the sting in her eyes as she left his office. They needed that fucking potion before Monday. She didn’t want to know what would happen if they couldn’t complete the tech magic Samuel wanted.

      He may like them, but he didn’t trust her. Kenzie couldn’t really blame him. She glanced back once to see him staring at the shelf where the vault was located. Samuel had no idea how easy it had been to sneak in, or the power it had required to enchant the crystal.

      Selene had slept for an entire day after.

      All shifters were the same. When backed into a corner they all snarled and lashed out, hurting everyone around them. There was something comforting about knowing the most powerful feline shifter in the United States wasn’t any different than the foxes she knew.

      Kenzie caught up to Selene and decided they needed to make a stop at the foxes’ den.
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      Someone knocked on the door hard enough Ash was up and moving across the living room before he even realized what he was doing. Who the fuck was at their house and what did they want?

      He jumped down the small staircase and pulled open the front door. Ash blinked when he took in his fiery, red-haired mate and her sister. They didn’t have plans to meet up that day for sabotage, and what the hell was she wearing?

      “You!” The crack of her hand across his face was more shocking than the sting itself.

      Ash blinked. What did he miss?

      Kenzie stormed past him and Selene gave him an apologetic look. Ash just smiled at her and stepped aside. Despite his confusion, this really wasn’t all that unexpected. He just didn’t know why it was currently happening.

      “Don’t worry,” Ash told Selene as she carefully walked by him. “Women love slapping me. It’s because I’m so endearing.”

      She gave him a look like he might actually be insane and then took the stairs one at a time instead of two like his mate had. In heels. How the hell?

      Ash was up the stairs so fast Selene paused when he went by, but he was very careful not to touch her. He really didn’t like touching people, especially ones steeped in so much pain. The curse was starting to take its toll.

      If he wasn’t fast enough Kenzie would get the other two and he really just wanted to see what her ass looked like in that dress.

      “Damn girl!” Finnick exclaimed from the main floor. “What are you wearing?”

      “You guys are the reason Samuel knows I was there!” Kenzie pushed Finnick hard enough he stumbled backwards, but only because he was too busy staring at the way the dress hugged every, damn, curve.

      “What are you talking about?” Ash asked, trying to keep his eyes on her face. How did the dress cover so much and yet still make him feel like he needed to adjust his pants? And those heels made her legs look a mile long, showing off her muscles.

      Kenzie glared at him and crossed her arms over her chest, making her tits stand out even more. He wasn’t going to look. He wasn’t.

      Ash crossed the room and went into the kitchen. If he didn’t get away from her he was definitely going to look and then he’d be staring as badly as Finnick was. Holy shit, he knew he was attracted to her, but he had no idea it was this bad.

      Listening to her make out with Finnick the other day had actually made him hard, not jealous. He wanted to see what she’d look like on her back, nails in his back…

      They had tea. He should serve the tea. Ash grabbed a tray and a few glasses, hoping Selene wasn’t on some stupid diet where she couldn’t enjoy a sweet tea. The girl could definitely use the caffeine.

      Would Kenzie kiss him like she had Finnick? If he asked her out on a date would she go?

      Ash growled and grabbed the pitcher of tea from the refrigerator, annoyed that he cared so damn much. Some liquid sloshed out of the pitcher and onto the floor. He growled again and then looked up when Kenzie started ranting.

      Selene was watching him closely and he ignored her as he brought the tray out and set it on the dining room table. Ash carefully poured the tea while he listened. Somehow the Alpha had figured out who’d stolen from him.

      “Samuel threatened to punish you and your whole stupid pride if Selene and I didn’t work for him. So, you’re welcome,” Kenzie snapped as Hunter came down the stairs.

      The other fox didn’t look fazed as he walked over to where Ash was and grabbed a glass of iced tea. He sipped quietly while he watched Kenzie fume.

      “He had no idea I was even there. It was because you three tripped the alarm we got caught at all. I thought you were professionals! How could you get caught?” Kenzie was so mad she was pacing.

      Ash cocked his head and watched her strut back and forth. If someone had asked him he’d have said she couldn’t walk in heels to save her life, and definitely not six inch high ones. With those things on she was as tall as Hunter.

      Hunter noticed it too and he smiled a little. The smile only infuriated her more.

      Kenzie stalked right over to him and jabbed her finger into Hunter’s chest. “You put your whole pride in danger. I could have let him punish you and gotten away with it.”

      “But you didn’t,” Hunter said softly. “Why?”

      That question stopped her storm right in its tracks.

      Ash watched her every move as he handed Selene a glass of iced tea. “Feel free to sit anywhere,” he murmured.

      The witch gave him a grateful look and then sat gingerly on the couch. She looked so out of place, but she was trying. Ash gave her credit for that.

      Kenzie had her arms crossed over her chest. Ash settled down on the couch, plenty of space between him and her sister. Ash preferred to observe so he could deduce what would happen next, but with Kenzie he was almost always guessing.

      The urge to touch her skin was so hard to ignore, but she was on edge. He didn’t need to make it worse.

      “Why didn’t you turn us in?” Hunter asked again.

      Finnick grinned and walked around Kenzie so he could take in every part of her. He reached up and yanked the pin out of her hair. Ash stilled when her glorious red hair tumbled down. Would that be as silky soft as he thought it would be?

      What the fuck was wrong with him?

      He shook his head. Selene eyed him warily but he ignored her. Ash had it bad and he didn’t even really know why. They’d barely spent any time together, but Kenzie was magnetic.

      “Because I want the potion,” Kenzie finally said, glaring at Finnick. “If he took it from you I’d never get it.”

      His eyes widened. That was true. Clever girl.

      But Hunter just smiled and finished his tea. He turned and placed the empty glass on the table and then refilled it. “What did I say about scent charms in my den?”

      Kenzie cursed him up and down but she took her charm off. Selene actually gasped beside him, but it was quiet enough only a shifter would hear. This charm thing was a big deal to his mate, and yet she’d conceded to them.

      Then it was off and Ash was drowning in her scent, in the burnt sugar and anger and…pain. He was snarling and off the couch so fast Selene actually made a squeak of fear. But that wasn’t what he cared about right now.

      His hand was in her hair and moving it from her neck before anyone else could react. Kenzie inhaled sharply but it wasn’t out of fear, it was something like desire and Ash’s dick instantly hardened despite how furious he was.

      “The bastard hurt you,” he whispered. Ash was mostly angry with himself. He hadn’t noticed the bruising when she walked by, too distracted by her body. No scent meant it was difficult to get a read on her and she was always covered in pain.

      But this pain was brand new and fresh.

      Finnick’s growl rumbled deep in his throat as they both leaned forward to inspect the bruises that formed a large hand.

      “I’m going to kill him,” Finnick stated matter-of-factly.

      Ash agreed. The Alpha deserved to die for hurting his mate. Without thinking he traced the bruise and took the pain from her – without her permission. But Ash couldn’t stop himself even if he tried. She was hurt and in his den, and smelled like fire and smoke and something deliciously sweet.

      She looked up at him then and Ash stared into those blue eyes that were such a bright shade compared to his navy ones.

      It was then that he realized he was quietly falling for her. Not just because of how beautiful she was, or because of the mate bond, but because she was vibrant and warm and full of so much life. Life that she’d stolen from those who wanted to take it from her. Then she wore the proof of that survival and still loved her sister so fiercely she’d do literally anything for her.

      Including making a deal with foxes and letting a tiger strangle her.

      It hurt; this realization. It made Ash hurt deep in his chest. He didn’t want this, he didn’t want a bond, but he wanted her.

      “What do you want me to do?” he asked, as if she’d been privy to his inner thoughts. “I can skin him alive if you ask it of me.”

      Her heart beat so hard and so fast he knew she was aware of the shift between them, but he couldn’t figure out what she thought of it.

      Finnick watched the two of them closely, but he didn’t step in and he didn’t smell angry or jealous. Well, not angry about this. The level of fury currently riding Finnick was completely focused on the male who had touched their mate.

      “No, I don’t want you to skin him alive, but I appreciate the offer,” she told him gently…like she knew how close to the precipice he was.

      Ash wanted to set the world on fire for her just so they could watch it burn.

      He needed to get ahold of himself. Ash released her and took a step back, and then another. The bright sunshiny day bothered him in his current mood and state. He wanted darkness and despair. He wanted more pain.

      Finnick placed his hand on Ash’s shoulder but kept his gaze on Kenzie. It grounded him like it always did and Ash shot him a grateful look. Finnick knew the draw, he knew Ash, and he was still vibrating with the strength it took to keep from tearing everything apart with his bare hands.

      But Hunter was in charge now. It was the definitive click of his glass on the table. The way he turned so precisely and then focused one hundred percent of his attention on Kenzie.

      Ash had never seen him like this before so – murderously calm.

      For the first time Hunter reached out and actually touched her. He took her hands in his and looked into her eyes, unblinking. “I’ve never challenged an Alpha before. I’ve never needed or wanted to. But I would for you.”

      Everyone stopped breathing. Ash didn’t know if Hunter could actually win against Samuel, but for some reason it wouldn’t surprise him if he could.

      Kenzie took a shaky breath. “Why?”

      Hunter narrowed his eyes as though he were annoyed she was being purposefully obtuse. “Whether we accept the bond or not, you’re my mate and he threatened your life. That demands retribution unless you say otherwise.”

      She squeezed Hunter’s hands, reassuring him. “If you want to challenge him for your own reasons I’ll support that choice, but not for this. He was cornered, and angry I was smarter than him. I’m more annoyed he caught you, and then me after finding out you were mated.”

      Hunter searched her eyes and nodded once. “I won’t challenge him then, though he deserves a good stabbing.” Then he leaned forward and gave Kenzie a chaste kiss on the cheek. “Call us if you ever need anything. I’ll make sure we’re there. And I don’t want you to work for him. We can take the blame for what we’ve done.”

      At that she pulled her hands out of his and Ash twitched. She was angry again. Geez, he couldn’t figure out what she would do next and it was incredibly disconcerting.

      “I may be working this contract with you, but you can’t tell me what I can and can’t do. If this job keeps you three from Fates know what, I’ll do it. And he lets us keep the potion.”

      Hunter smiled and slipped his hands in his pockets. “So it is because you like us and not just the potion. Good to know.”

      Ash couldn’t help his smile. Hunter was always so good at these games. He’d purposefully provoked her into telling him the truth.

      Kenzie sputtered when she realized it too. “Fine, maybe. But I need that potion. Selene and I can’t make Samuel tech magic without it and he’s not going to wait six months.”

      This again.

      At this point he just wanted to hand it over if it meant she’d trust them. From the looks of it so did Finnick. But they weren’t the leader of this chaos.

      Hunter shrugged. “I’ll think about it.”

      Instantly Ash started gathering the dishes. This wasn’t going to go over well.

      “What’s there to think about?” Kenzie demanded.

      Even Finnick didn’t want to be a part of this. He disappeared upstairs when Hunter didn’t say anything.

      “You’re not contracted. You could leave the moment you get the potion and we’d be one man short.”

      Ash knew this wasn’t the reason. Hunter wanted her to stick around, he wanted to know her. But he wasn’t the best with people. “Hunter, maybe we could…”

      “I said I’d think about it.” His voice whipped through the air and they all flinched. Then Hunter walked downstairs to the gym as if none of this really mattered to him. Ash could tell it did, but…Hunter had a hard time with certain things. He didn’t trust anyone outside of Ash and Finnick, and he didn’t like making snap decisions.

      “I’m sorry Kenzie,” Ash said. “He just needs to think things through.”

      She glared at him and he sighed. “You know women love me and Finnick?” he said, changing the subject.

      Kenzie didn’t follow him into the kitchen, but he kept talking anyways while he put everything away. “We’re quite charming when we want to be and I’m an excellent dancer.”

      When he came back out she was sitting next to her sister with her legs crossed at the knee. It took him a moment to remember what he was going to say next because he was too busy eyeing those legs of hers.

      Selene cleared her throat and his eyes snapped to Kenzie’s. She didn’t smile but the blue twinkled at him, telling him she’d noticed where he’d been looking.

      “Aside from being a good dancer I also happen to love a good book and a fun viral challenge. Women love that about me.”

      Kenzie’s sister covered her mouth with her hand to hide her smile when Ash shook his ass a little to make his point.

      “You do not do viral challenges,” Kenzie said in disbelief. “Did you do the lip-sync one?”

      He gave her a wink. “Look up foxyman325. But what I’m trying to get at is Hunter doesn’t do these kinds of things. He doesn’t date. He can’t connect with people in the same way others do. He’s going to think about every possible consequence to handing over that potion. And then he will decide. This is how Hunter is.”

      Ash knew it was hard to understand, but it made Hunter into a very cunning predator. It’s why he’d survived as long as he had, and how he’d saved Finnick and him.

      Kenzie huffed but she didn’t smell as mad as she had earlier.

      Selene gave her sister a look. “We should get home. I’ll meet you in the car?” Without waiting for an answer the witch stood and waltzed down the stairs to the front door. Ash could hear the car still running as it waited for them.

      Then it was just him and Kenzie.

      “Do you really do lip-sync challenges?” she asked.

      For some reason Ash really liked that he’d surprised her. “I do.”

      Kenzie stood and he also liked that she was still shorter than him in those heels of hers. She tilted her head up and studied his face. “I can’t wait to see them.” Then she turned to leave and Ash couldn’t help himself.

      He reached out and took her hand, tugging just hard enough she spun around and he caught her in his arms, her whole body pressed to his. “Are you okay?” he asked, eyes skimming over the bruise again.

      It was difficult not to see red when he thought of Samuel’s hands on her throat like that.

      “I am thanks to you,” she murmured.

      The sound of her husky voice made his heart race and Ash’s eyes widened at the response. When he met her blue gaze again it seemed like she was waiting for something, but he wasn’t sure what.

      “Kiss me already, stupid.”

      Ash grinned at that, happy to oblige. He bent down, but then hesitated when his lips were a fraction from hers. This would be a step down a path he didn’t think he could take back. Kenzie consumed him – body, mind, and soul.

      If he kissed her, he was committing. That’s just how this was going to be.

      “Tell me you’ll go out with me first.” Their breath mingled and he could feel the whisper of her lips when he spoke.

      Kenzie looked surprised at that. “You want to go on a date with me?”

      “I want my own date with you, yes. Finnick can have his and then it will be my turn.” Ash closed his eyes and breathed her in. There were so many things he wanted to do to her.

      She chuckled at that. “Fine, after Finnick and I do ours we can do something. Maybe in a few days?”

      Ash gripped the back of her neck and took her mouth. He wanted to nip and play, but he kept it gentle until her nails dug into his arms. Her burnt sugar smell and that reaction…Ash slid his tongue into her mouth and tasted her. His hands gripped her hips and he pressed his hard cock against her.

      Fuck, this was so much more than he’d bargained for. One taste and he wanted it all. He had to practically tear himself away from her. “I’ll figure something out. Enjoy your date tonight.” Ash kissed her on the cheek and he had to leave.

      He wanted so much more, but he could wait. Ash was patient in his hunt. It made the catch so much tastier.

      The scent of her arousal made him grin and he gave Finnick a wink as he passed him on the stairs. “Be good to her.”

      “Only if she doesn’t ask me to be bad.”

      And that was why they all liked her so much. She wanted them to be bad, to be what they already were, but for her.
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      I loved that dress, but you looked just as devastating in your sweats.

      Kenzie read the text again and again. Finnick had a way with words that simultaneously turned her on and irritated her. It was all she could think about as she got ready for their date.

      Other than the way Ash’s lips had felt on hers.

      Ash’s request had surprised her, but what had been the biggest surprise was her reaction to him. Kenzie hadn’t realized how much they all got under her skin until he’d held her, kissing her like he was dying and she had the only cure.

      She smiled a little as she buckled her belt and then bent down to pull up her socks. They went over the knee and Kenzie loved how it looked with her knee-high boots and burgundy booty shorts. It was still hot outside so she wore a loose tank top and grabbed her favorite chunky cardigan for when the sun finally set.

      The wind coming off the bay was always far colder than people suspected. The Pacific Ocean was rarely warmer than sixty degrees. People who liked to swim in it were crazy because the best beaches were warm and tropical in her opinion.

      Kenzie also liked the effect she had on her foxes even if she’d never admit it out loud. Even Hunter had reacted to seeing her in that dress. He hid it better than the others – Finnick outright staring while Ash tried to look anywhere but at her curves – but she could tell when she stood nose to nose with him that he wanted her.

      It was the tiny inhale when she poked him in the chest and how his pupils dilated. There had been a tic in his jaw and a twitch of a finger, but that was it.

      Ash was right about Hunter. The guy didn’t know how to connect to other people and he didn’t like admitting he had anything close to an emotion. Kenzie wondered why.

      Then the doorbell rang and her heart leapt into her throat.

      Kenzie really liked Finnick and she was very attracted to him, but she was still nervous. She had no idea what to expect from this date or where the hell it was all going to go.

      She checked her makeup in the mirror real quick, nothing too fancy, but she did a damn good smoky eye if she did say so herself. Her charms went up and down her right ear again and a few in the other.

      Her long necklace was more than something pretty as were the stacks of rings on her right hand. Kenzie didn’t like wearing any on her dominant hand. Writing with her left was hard enough without adding to the difficulty.

      So the watch and a few charm bracelets were on her right wrist as well. It may be overkill to wear so many enchantments and charms, but she was living in the paranormal world. Existing among them wasn’t easy.

      “Kenzie! Your fox is here, come fetch him before he gives your mother a coronary!” Edith screeched down the stairs.

      She ran up the stairs two at a time, wondering what fresh hell was waiting for her now.

      No one but Edith should even be home. Selene had some coven meeting to deal with and the rest of them were supposed to be there as well, but from the chatter it sounded like her mother and Martha were home.

      Dammit.

      When she reached the main floor Finnick was grinning at her mother, but it wasn’t the cocky fun-loving grin she’d come to love. No, it was dark and glittering and hungry.

      “Finnick!” she said brightly, getting his attention away from her mother. “I didn’t expect you to be on time.”

      “There’s no traffic on a motorcycle, babe.”

      Of course he had one. Kenzie rolled her eyes and then studied the way Martha hovered and how pale her mother’s face was. “What did I miss?”

      “Oh just Auntie here telling this one foxes aren’t allowed in the Kavanagh mansion,” Martha smirked. “He smells like dirt.”

      “That’s what I like about him,” Kenzie snapped, grabbing Finnick’s hand a little harder than someone would on a normal date. “Run along Martha, it’s not like you care what I do anyway.”

      Her cousin scoffed and rolled her eyes, but she turned and left, already bored.

      “Mackenzie, you cannot date a fox,” her mother huffed, the pale skin giving way to a red flush when her anger came to the surface. “It’s not appropriate.”

      “No,” Finnick cut in before Kenzie could say anything. “It’s not appropriate that you kept custody of a child you tortured.” He flicked a look at Edith who only raised a brow and smiled. “The universe has a way of keeping the balance, Mrs. Kavanagh. Remember that. Gram-Gram, it was lovely to see you again.”

      Kenzie covered her smile with her hand when he bent down to kiss Edith on the cheek and her grandmother actually blushed. Her mother sputtered, but Finnick just ignored her.

      “Kenzie, you ready to go shoot some stuff? I brought pictures of your family.”

      She snickered and followed him out of the house and into the warm evening. The sun still hung heavy in the sky, but slowly and surely it was dipping beneath the ocean. “I know how to shoot a gun,” she told him.

      Finnick grinned at her, his green eyes blazing as he handed over a spare helmet. “I never said anything about guns.”

      Kenzie put on the helmet and couldn’t help her curiosity. Then she stopped and shoved the visor up. She’d been on a motorcycle before, but the accident had been a terrible experience. The things were the only way to get around in places like Chiang Mai or Bangkok, but people were also terrible drivers.

      “Are you all right?” Finnick asked. His eyes narrowed and he reached out but Kenzie yanked the helmet off and shoved it at him.

      She had to tell herself to breathe. The palm trees swayed in the light breeze. They looked black against the purple and orange sky.

      “Kenzie, we don’t need to take the motorcycle.”

      But she wanted to. They were fast and efficient and far less harmful to the environment. It had been long enough. She needed to get over this.

      The deep breath she took helped settle her a bit and Kenzie turned back to Finnick. He hadn’t moved from where he was standing, but the way he watched her…Kenzie took the helmet from him again and tied it on properly, jerking her head at the bike.

      Finnick assessed her and then nodded. He slipped on his own helmet and sat on the motorcycle, tying it as he waited for her.

      This bike was nothing like the crotch rocket she’d owned. It wasn’t a Harley exactly, but something in between. It had the same sleek look hers had but a more relaxed design. Kenzie flung her leg over the seat and settled behind Finnick, placing her hands on his waist.

      The contact instantly calmed her and Kenzie scooted forward until her body was flush against his. It wasn’t necessary but she liked how it made him tense, how his pulse raced when she wrapped her arms around him, one palm flat on his chest so she could feel his heart.

      “What are you doing?” Finnick asked. She was impressed with his playful tone. If she didn’t know how tense he was she’d never guess.

      “Being close to you makes me feel safer,” she admitted.

      There was a pause when she knew he was listening to her heart, assessing the truth of her words, smelling every nuance to her scent.

      “You didn’t wear your scent charm.”

      “No, I didn’t.” It had taken her hours of agony to decide what the right choice was. But it felt weird and dishonest to wear one when they were supposed to be getting to know each other. Shifters relied on scent more than almost anything. They could read her emotional and physical state and react accordingly.

      Kenzie also wanted him to know when she liked certain things. Or if she didn’t. It would help them both decide what to do about the mate thing.

      Without another word Finnick started up the motorcycle and adjusted her grip. “Ready?” he asked, still sensing her trepidation as her heart pounded.

      “Ready.”

      He eased into the ride. The wind instantly whipped away the heat from the summer day and Kenzie breathed deep as a thousand smells went by, but left her with the impression of leaves and asphalt. She’d forgotten what this could be like.

      She felt Finnick’s body loosen up when her heart rate settled into something a bit more rhythmic. This was what riding was supposed to be.

      Kenzie had no idea where they were going, but she held on tight and watched cars whiz by as he wove smoothly in and out of traffic, always keeping an eye on everything around them in case he had to make a split-second adjustment.

      His confidence gave her confidence. He clearly knew what he was doing and it gave her the freedom to look around and take in the view. Then she realized where he was taking her, but she didn’t know why.

      Golden Gate Park was massive and beautiful. There was always a lot going on there. It could honestly be anything, but she was exhausted enough from the day she really hoped they weren’t going to go on a walk or something equally boring.

      Finnick parked and then waited for her to get off, removing his helmet. When she locked hers to the bike he grinned at her and ruffled her helmet-hair. “You did good. You’ve ridden a bike before.”

      “How can you tell?” she asked. Adrenaline flowed through her and she was a bit jittery. Her legs felt a little unstable as she followed him across the street.

      “You leaned with me perfectly and anticipated everything I was doing. It didn’t feel like I had a passenger on the back of my bike.” He took her hand and pulled her towards a storefront that had ‘San Francisco Archery Shop’ above the door.

      For a split-second Kenzie was very annoyed at the thought of another woman on the back of his bike, holding him like she had. She shook her head. She was being ridiculous.

      Then Kenzie grinned when she realized what he had planned. “I’d heard they started doing this in the park, but I never got around to checking it out.”

      Finnick gave her a mischievous smile. “I’ve wanted to see what it was about too. Although giving you a weapon on our first date is probably not the smartest idea I’ve ever had.”

      Kenzie laughed and the store clerk gave them a polite smile.

      “What can I help you with?”

      “We need rentals for the archery range in the park,” Finnick told him.

      It was the first time she’d heard him say something with so much authority. It made Kenzie shiver as she realized how powerful he truly was. And then she shivered again when it occurred to her how powerful Hunter had to be for both Finnick and Ash to defer to him.

      Holy shit. What exactly had the Fates gotten her into?

      Finnick gave her a look like he knew what she was thinking. It made her blood boil and her breath get short. Fates, she wanted him bad. How could he be so weird and goofy, yet still have such a sharp edge?

      She didn’t know, but she really liked it.

      “Choose your weapon, babe,” Finnick said, releasing her hand. But he didn’t let her stray far. He stayed close enough Kenzie kept bumping into him and she could feel the heat from his body.

      “Do you have a Lithium?” Kenzie asked.

      The clerk’s eyebrows rose so high they almost disappeared into his hairline. “We sell it, but we don’t rent that one out. I could rent you the Rage though.”

      Kenzie nodded and pulled her cardigan tighter around her body against the air conditioning as the clerk disappeared into the back.

      Finnick chuckled. “I take it you’re not a beginner then?”

      She quirked a smile at him. “Private school had its advantages. I can give you a lesson if you want.”

      Finnick’s smile didn’t waver but somehow it turned molten. “I think I’d like that little role reversal for our first date. The man-shows-woman-how-to-shoot-pool trope is so tired.”

      Kenzie burst out laughing as the clerk came out and handed her the bow. “I couldn’t agree more. Could we get two arm and finger guards as well?”

      “I’ll use the same brand as the lady,” Finnick told the clerk. “She knows her shit.”

      The clerk disappeared again and Kenzie checked the bow over, pleased that they kept it in such good condition. “I’m not a pro Finnick, the school just happened to have an archery team.”

      “Of course they did,” he teased. “You didn’t choose a more violent sport? I’m a bit disappointed.”

      She pulled the string back and aimed at the wall to test the feel. It was hard not to smile into the string. “I was also on the wrestling team.”

      Finnick laughed long and hard. “Any other teams?”

      Her smile dropped as she remembered that year like it had just happened. “Gymnastics.”

      The fox sensed something was off when she dropped the bow. “Was this a witch school?”

      “No, I wasn’t allowed in the witch one. Selene and I were separated while I went to high school, and then again when she was shipped off to the best witch boarding school money could pay for.”

      The clerk came back and they kept quiet as Finnick got everything settled. Kenzie handed over her card before he could pay. Might as well take the role reversal as far as he would let her. Neither of them broke the silence as they trudged across the street to the archery range in the park.

      They had to walk to the designated area and Kenzie felt the cloud of her past hang over their happy date. This shit always happened to her with paranormals. It was why she’d only dated humans. There was nothing about her that could possibly disappoint them.

      “What happened?” Finnick finally asked. “Why does gymnastics make you so mad?”

      “Because!”

      He chuckled which only annoyed her more. “That’s a terrible reason.”

      “Because I qualified for the Olympics and no one cared!” she shouted, whirling around to glare at him. “And I hate bringing that shit up because it makes me sound like a whiny little bitch. Oh, boohoo you gave up on the Olympics because your family is trash. How selfish of you.”

      They stopped walking and the sky was more purple than orange now. The view of the bay was breathtaking but Kenzie didn’t care, she just wanted to go back home now and dredge the dark web for anything she could ruin Brad with.

      Vengeance was always more fun than real life and feelings.

      “Well, your family is pretty awful so I’m not surprised,” Finnick said. “But I’ve still got you beat.”

      Confusion stopped her fury in its tracks. “What?”

      “Well my parents abandoned me so obviously I had it much worse than you.”

      Her mouth dropped open in shock and the only thing she could think to say was, “What?”

      Finnick actually chuckled. Like this was a funny game they were playing. “Yeah, I won the lottery and they took it from me since I was underage. Then eventually told me to leave. My life is totally worse than yours, though not coming to the Olympics is almost as bad. You have to have something better.” He took a step closer and grabbed the hem of her cardigan, pulling her forward.

      Kenzie had no idea what to think, let alone come up with words to say.

      “My cousin tried to poison me once,” she finally said. “But she’s terrible at potions and turned me into a cat instead. It took Selene two days to figure out how to turn me back. It was easier for my parents when I was a cat and no one else wanted to deal with it. Edith used it as a learning opportunity. I still don’t know if she’d have turned me human again or just made me into her familiar.”

      “At least they fed you.” He grinned at her. “I ate nothing but adorable little bunnies for years.”

      “You were feral?” Kenzie tried to step back, but he was still holding onto her cardigan. Finnick yanked her forward and then wrapped one arm around her waist, the other occupied with the bow.

      She was pressed up against him and had one hand on his chest like she was going to push him away, but instead Kenzie looked up into his green eyes. It felt too good to touch him. “Why doesn’t that bother you?”

      “It was the best ten years of my life until I turned back and discovered alcohol. Does it bother you?”

      Kenzie thought about it for a moment. “It bothers me more you were alone and your family didn’t love you. How are you so normal?”

      He leaned down and brushed his nose against her cheek. “But I’m not. Isn’t that what you like about me? How fucked up I am? I’m hilarious and you love it.”

      His sharp teeth nipped her neck and she gasped, nearly dropping the bow.

      “You like that you have no idea what I’m capable of,” he whispered into her ear. Then his lips trailed across her cheek to her mouth and Kenzie’s heart beat hard enough she knew he could feel it against his own chest.

      When he kissed her it was so soft she barely felt it. Then suddenly he was gone and she blinked.

      “Feel better?” he asked. “Good enough to go shoot some targets?” Finnick waved pictures at her and she laughed when she saw Martha’s face.

      “Yeah, I feel better,” she admitted. “Though I don’t know why.”

      They started walking again and Finnick shrugged. “It’s the game. Competing always takes you out of your head.”

      “It’s a fucked up game.”

      “They all are,” he grinned at her.

      Kenzie couldn’t argue with him as he pulled her towards the range. Everything was a game if you squinted hard enough.
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      “Widen your stance,” Kenzie murmured, pushing his back leg out with her foot. “Now make sure your weight is evenly distributed.”

      Finnick’s grin was wide enough to split his face, but he couldn’t bring himself to give a shit. Her hands were on his hips as she adjusted him ever so slightly when they both knew his stance was perfect. But he let her play the game because he wanted her to touch him. He even pushed his ass out a little like he’d seen women do on romantic comedies.

      “All right now nock the arrow, and pull back.” Kenzie placed one hand over his and they drew back together until the string pressed into his lips.

      Finnick didn’t like when she stepped away, but he held the position as she circled him. Kenzie’s fingers pushed his shooting elbow up and his smile widened when she went around, pulling the other out ever so slightly.

      She knew what she was doing and he liked it. Finnick didn’t care that he could shoot a bullseye every time, letting her touch him was worth it.

      “Don’t flick the string, just release.”

      Finnick did exactly as she instructed and relished her reaction at the perfect shot. “Whoops,” he teased, giving her a little shrug. “Think you could do better?”

      “I know I can.” She glared at him, tucking her watch and bracelets in her pockets. Then Kenzie took off her cardigan and yanked her gear on while he watched every motion closely.

      When he’d first picked her up from her house Finnick had been on the edge of murdering her whole family. And he would have done it with a smile. They deserved it after what they’d done to her. The things he could scent in that place…if he wasn’t used to horror he’d have nightmares.

      But Kenzie diffused the situation like she always did, by making it worse and redirecting attention to her. He was pretty sure she did it on purpose, but it was so flawless it was hard to tell.

      He watched her put the arm guard on and he frowned. Then she held the bow in her right hand. “You’re going to shoot left-handed? Is this a challenge?”

      “No, I’m left-handed you ass.” Then Kenzie pulled back like she was an old pro. It showed off the muscles in her arms and shoulders.

      Finnick’s eyes snagged on her full bottom lip when the string pressed into it, bringing his gaze to her defined cupid’s bow next. Her lips were so damn soft and full.

      She took a deep breath and then let it out, loosing the arrow at the same time. The following ‘thunk’ made him smile. “We can’t all win at everything,” he teased.

      Kenzie grumbled, but he wasn’t even paying attention. He was too infatuated with her. How had he missed that she was left dominant? During their sparring match she’d given nothing away. Sure she used both hands like all good fighters did, but she did use the right more. Was that a trick she liked to play?

      “I don’t use my left hand if I can help it,” she said with a smirk.

      Finnick realized he was still staring at the way her muscles curved over her shoulder toward the center of her back and the dusting of freckles there. It was hard to believe she was so strong sometimes when she looked so delicate.

      There was too much in the world that could hurt her and he didn’t like it. Finnick rolled his shoulders back and cracked his neck, annoyed with that particular thought. She wasn’t his property and she could take care of herself.

      “Best three out of five?” she asked.

      “Think you can beat me?” he teased.

      Kenzie flashed him that stunning smile of hers. “Have at it already fox boy, so I can take my turn since you clearly know what you’re doing and don’t need my help.”

      “I don’t,” he acceded, drawing back and letting loose in one smooth motion. The second arrow split the first in half thanks to his shifter strength. Finnick gave her a wink. “But I’m never going to pass up an opportunity for you to put your hands on me.”

      He watched her blush, and then take her second shot. She scored a bullseye, nearly taking out his own arrow but they sat flush next to each other.

      “It’s only fair though,” he mused, taking up his stance again. “Since you’re apparently left handed and I had no idea.”

      His third arrow shattered his second, landing another bullseye and this time she laughed. “It’s hard to be mad that I’m losing when you’re really that good.”

      Finnick gave her a bow and a flirty smile. “I aim to please. Now would you like to accompany me to the second part of our date, my lady?”

      Kenzie laughed and it was the sweetest sound he’d ever heard. This woman who had gone through so much terrible shit could still be so carefree and affectionate. It gave him hope. But he still wasn’t sure what he even hoped for.

      “Sure, let’s go my fox prince.” She linked her arm through his and they walked down to the shop like pompous idiots together.

      For his first date Finnick had to say, it really wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be.
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      “I like angry girl rock, but I also have a secret obsession with pop music,” Kenzie whispered to him, giggling like it was the funniest thing in the world.

      Finnick was chuckling himself as they tried the next wine and cheese pairing. As a shifter he couldn’t get drunk. His metabolism was too quick, but Kenzie wasn’t a large person and she didn’t use power so despite her above average metabolism she could definitely feel the effects of alcohol if she had enough.

      It had surprised them both when she’d agreed to drink the wine. Finnick’s chest had puffed up like he’d won some sort of prize. Because she trusted him enough to feel vulnerable around him – to let her guard down.

      “I love pop music,” Finnick confessed, making a face as he ate the weird cheese he couldn’t remember the name of. He made notes like the instructor had told him to, but it was all just for fun. At this point he kept writing because he wanted to remember this version of Kenzie later, no matter what happened.

      “Why is my name on that paper?” Kenzie demanded.

      Finnick hid the notes with his arm as he wrote like they were in school and she was trying to cheat off him. “I’ll show you when you’re sober,” he snickered.

      “Fine,” she huffed. “Who’s your favorite pop artist then?”

      “Hands down Nicki Minaj.”

      Kenzie almost spat out her wine. “You’re a terrible human being.”

      He grinned. “You’re right, my actual favorite is One Direction but I didn’t want you to make fun of me.”

      She laughed so hard people turned to glare at them, but Finnick just flipped them off. They were there to have fun and those people could mind their own fucking business. It didn’t hurt it made Kenzie laugh even harder.

      “I like Ariana Grande,” Kenzie whispered like it was a terrible secret and they were in an actual class in a high school.

      Finnick tried to cover up his bark of laughter with a cough. “We should go soon so we can listen to terrible pop music,” he whispered back.

      He watched closely as she downed her glass of wine and then took a nibble of cheese. They’d need to catch a food truck on the way back to her house, but so far she was doing okay. Kenzie was also relaxed enough he may actually get an answer to his question.

      “So would you want to be my mate one day?” he asked nonchalantly as he finished up the last notation about their conversation.

      Finnick still didn’t know if he wanted to be mated, at least not yet, but if he was going to have a mate he wanted it to be Kenzie. The situation with witches and shifters though…and he was considered a lesser shifter on top of all that.

      “I thought you wanted to do the hard shit later,” Kenzie said, picking a different cheese and holding it out for him.

      Finnick took a bite and then set down the pen. He chewed while he watched her pour more wine and then hand him a glass. It was probably stupid to ask her anyway. It wasn’t like either of them knew what would happen in the next few weeks, let alone a few years.

      But he couldn’t get the idea of little witch foxes out of his mind.

      The stupid bond was tightening around his heart the more time he spent with her whether he wanted it to or not. When he was with her it was fine, but when they were apart an ache started in his chest that made him more irritable than normal.

      Was it the same for her?

      Finnick sipped the wine she’d handed him and then nodded that he liked it. “It is hard shit, but I’m just curious. The bond is a two person decision after all.”

      “I thought when a triad was mated it had to be all three,” Kenzie said, setting up the last pairing.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s only for the felines,” Finnick told her. “I’m not one hundred percent sure. You’d have to look into the witch archives at lesser shifter matings.”

      “You’re not a lesser shifter,” Kenzie snapped.

      Hunter was right about one thing, whether any of them wanted it or not, Kenzie was feeling protective of them – all three of them. As much as they felt protective of her.

      Finnick smiled even though he didn’t think any of this was funny. “I appreciate you saying that more than you know.” Now maybe she’d answer his real question. “So, why were you afraid to get on the bike?”

      She shrugged and handed him the next pairing before sipping her own glass. “When I was in Chiang Mai I got into a really bad motorcycle accident with another rider. I’m not a full witch or a shifter. I healed only fractionally faster than a human would. It’s why I came back to the states instead of continuing my Muay Thai training over there.”

      Huh, well. That was, and yet was not, the answer he was expecting. “Doesn’t almost everyone ride bikes over there?” he asked, intrigued about this new insight into her life and her past. It explained why she was such a fucking good fighter though, good enough to take on shifters.

      She downed her glass. “Most of them. But it’s just chaos. I wasn’t paying attention for a split second and broke four bones. It wasn’t fun.”

      Just like when she’d talked about the gymnastics thing he could sense her shutting down…freaking out in a way. Her scent was angry and sad and she was going down a dark path mentally from what he could see on her face.

      “The Alpha of the Blue Mountain Wolf Pack broke every bone in my body when he caught me poaching on his territory,” Finnick told her, leaning forward so he was in her space and breathing her air.

      She looked up at him and Kenzie smiled. “You win.”

      He grabbed the bottom of her chair and yanked her forward so fast she gasped and he took her mouth with unapologetic roughness. She tasted like sweet cheese and wine with a hint of despair and…desire.

      Yes, he wanted her desire. Finnick wanted to taste it and then devour it.

      “Wanna get out of here and grab some food?” he asked, noticing how gruff his voice was just from that one kiss.

      Her dazed and hungry look set his blood on fire and the chair creaked underneath his hand.

      “I could definitely go for some tacos,” she agreed.

      He was up and pulling her out of The Cheese School so fast she stumbled and Finnick had to resist the urge to pick her up and carry her like his bride down the stairs. Instead he slowed down and glanced back to make sure she was okay.

      Kenzie was too busy laughing to notice the moment he nearly slipped up and lost control of his nonchalant act. “They’re never going to let us go back there,” she warned.

      “I don’t really care,” he told her honestly. “I got what I wanted out of it.” Finnick lifted her up and over the threshold. He placed her firmly on the sidewalk and smiled down at her.

      The fiery red of her hair burned in the night and the warm glow from the streetlights made her look otherworldly. He tucked a piece of hair back and tightened that weird cardigan around her against the night chill.

      “And what did you get?” Kenzie asked, letting him pull her towards him slowly.

      “Closer to you,” he murmured, bending down to kiss her, but he stopped an inch from her lips and looked into her bright blue eyes to see what she was thinking, what she might be feeling.

      For how much she drank she looked incredibly sober. Kenzie ran her hands down his chest until she reached the hem of his shirt. His abdomen clenched when her bare hands skimmed the skin above his belt.

      Instantly he was hard and Finnick couldn’t resist pressing into her, letting her feel what she did to him. Fuck, she was warm and soft and curvy and hard all at the same time. And that burnt sugar smell made him insatiable.

      Kenzie’s fingers gripped the waistband of his jeans and yanked him forward harder and then she turned her face up, waiting for him to kiss her.

      Yes.

      This time he was gentler, holding her face with a touch that was barely there. Finnick didn’t want to go too fast, not yet. He wanted her to lead the way and tell him what he was allowed. He wanted her to know she had complete control.

      Nipping her bottom lip then kissing the sting away, he relished the sounds she made as he held her close, acutely aware of every part of her body currently touching his. Finnick licked the seam of her lips, feeling that insatiable need building inside.

      If he wasn’t careful he’d tip right over and there’d be no going back. He’d have her up against the brick wall of the building before she could blink; giving her the pleasure she so desperately needed from him.

      “I have tacos at my place,” she gasped when he moved to kiss her neck, pressing his hand against the small of her back, wiggling his hips so she would be reminded of what she did to him. “We can eat there.”

      Then her hand dipped lower and Finnick yanked back with a curse. He glared at her, hating how tenuous his control was. One more touch and he’d rip those shorts off her right now.

      “Did I hurt you?” she asked and the confused look on her face cut him deep.

      “No,” Finnick snarled, clenching his hands into fists to resist the urge to reach out for her again. He didn’t trust himself to touch her, not yet. “But I don’t think you understand our precarious position.”

      Kenzie froze and he could hear the way her heartbeat ratcheted up, smell the tiny twinge of fear and apprehension on the air, but not of him. She was afraid of something else, something that made that cut slice deeper into his heart until he had to close his eyes so he could say what he needed to.

      “If we go back to your place now, I won’t be able to hold back,” he told her. “I can’t resist your scent or you. Kenzie…I want you too badly to eat stupid tacos at your stupid, depressing mansion when I want to rip every single shred of clothing off your body right now…except maybe those socks.”

      Definitely not the socks.

      Finnick couldn’t help imagining what those thigh-high socks with her cute little biker boots would look like slung over his shoulders while he ate her out until she screamed his name loud enough to wake up her whole fucking family.

      Her mouth popped open in shock and he smelled her desire on the air and it was almost too much. Finnick growled deep in his chest as his mouth watered. “I’m sure you know what happens if we have sex.”

      Then she snorted and closed the distance between them. “You mean the mate bond gets stronger? Yeah, I don’t think I care. We’ll deal with that later. I’d rather have you do every nasty thing you’re thinking of right now than worry about magic bonds.”

      Finnick had her pinned up against the brick wall so fast she gasped, but he was careful, he made sure not to hurt her. Then he shoved his thigh in between her legs so he could feel her hot center on his body, smell her arousal, and find out if this really was what she wanted.

      The rhythm he set against her clit was slow, but demanding with all the pressure she could want. She was scorching hot even through all the fabric. “Every nasty thing?” he asked, lips against her ear. “Even making you come right here and right now?”

      His hand slid down and then up into her shorts so he could press his thumb against her, rubbing in slow circles. Finnick felt her nails dig into his shoulders and it made him almost lose it.

      Kenzie groaned against his neck. “Yes, even making me come for you right now.”

      Finnick made sure he kept the pace steady, careful and slow so as not to hurt her, but those words out of her mouth were too much. He drew his left fist back and punched the wall hard enough bricks cracked but still he kept going, slamming his fist into the wall again when she started riding him.

      His teeth left a scorching trail from her neck down to her shoulder but Finnick didn’t break the skin. Fabric ripped as he pulled the shirt and cardigan aside so he could kiss the bare skin in the hollow of her collarbone. And the whole time her hands were in his hair, holding on tight as she got closer and closer to the edge.

      “Fall for me,” he growled into her neck. He licked her jaw before taking her mouth so he could swallow her screams as she did exactly that.

      Kenzie fell over the edge and nearly tore his hair out in the process.

      Then Finnick kissed her gently, reminding her that no matter how much he raged at the world, he would never hurt her. Never.

      Sliding his hand from underneath her pants he brought his thumb up and licked her from it. “Now I’m ready for tacos.”
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      Kenzie felt like she’d lost her damn mind.

      Letting Finnick do that to her in a public place, right outside a damn wine and cheese class had been the most awful, hot as sin thing she’d ever done in her life. But their connection, the way he stared at her…she felt like she had no choice.

      She needed him more than she cared about propriety.

      The ride back to her basement had been excruciating, pressed up against his back while keeping her hands to herself so she didn’t get them into an accident. Only her healthy dose of fear kept her from seeing if he was still hard as a rock.

      When he pulled up to her small parking space outside her little entrance Kenzie hopped off almost before the bike stopped. The vibration was keeping her sensitive enough she knew he could smell it.

      “Are you going to come in?” she asked, handing him the helmet back.

      Finnick flipped up his visor and for a second she could see the strange glow nocturnal animals had in his eyes. “Do you want me to?”

      She was so fucking done with these games. Kenzie reached under his chin and undid his helmet for him. “I ordered fresh tacos on my app as we walked back to the bike. You got here in record time so it’ll still be another forty-five minutes before they get here. How should I pass the time?” she asked as she gently pulled off the helmet.

      The ruffled helmet hair was fucking cute and she smiled, reaching out to touch it. Kenzie absolutely adored the color of his hair. It was a darker red than she was used to seeing on humans, though not quite the deep red and burgundy of Hunter’s. It was somewhere in between that and her flame-bright red.

      The way he looked up at her, it reminded Kenzie of that intensity they’d had in the gym as he’d confessed to her. It made her heart ache and she just wanted to hold him. But why did he look so vulnerable now?

      Instantly she felt apprehension and doubt. Maybe she was being too forward. “If you don’t want to join me, dates are usually ended with a kiss at the door,” she said lightly, trying to hide how insecure she was feeling.

      “Kenzie…” the pause made her heart leap into her throat. “I think I made a mistake.”

      Then her heart clenched and she felt for a moment like she was going to black out. It was very dramatic and stupid, but the overwhelming emotions were almost more than she could take.

      “I thought we could just have fun, and keep dating like normal people,” Finnick told her, reaching up to take her hand from his hair. She thought he might remove it completely, but instead he held her hand to his chest so she could feel the wild beating of his heart.

      “But this is already moving quickly. I’m already…” He looked away from her and she felt oddly choked up.

      Kenzie had no idea where he was going with this, but at least if he broke up with her, it wouldn’t be because he didn’t like her. It would be because he liked her too much. How fucked up was that? Only in her life did that not come as a surprise.

      “It’s fine,” she told him. “We don’t need to date. I totally get it being too much.”

      He was up and off his bike so quickly he blurred and suddenly she was cradled in Finnick’s arms against his chest. He stomped towards her door like he was pissed off and honestly, she was just really confused, but Kenzie held on tight because somehow this felt absolutely perfect.

      “Why do women always get so fucking weird?” Finnick asked, kicking her door open.

      Kenzie rolled her eyes. “I had a key. Now I have to get it repaired.”

      “I’ll fix it myself. Now what in the ever loving fuck made you think I want to break up with you?”

      Finnick stared down at her with such an annoyed frown on his face, right in her entryway where the fucked up family portrait was hung…in the dark. And it still felt perfect.

      “Usually when someone starts by saying they made a mistake, they mean with me,” Kenzie told him, giving him a pointed look.

      The rumble in his chest made her smile but even she didn’t know why.

      “That’s not what I fucking meant,” he grumbled. Finnick took her through the space and back into her bedroom. Kenzie felt her core tighten at what that meant and all her insecurities melted away even if she still wasn’t sure what was going on.

      “Then what did you mean?” Kenzie asked. She squealed when he tossed her on the bed.

      Finnick yanked his shirt off and then removed his boots.

      Her mouth went dry as she took in the rigid muscles on his torso. Surprisingly he had no scars, or tattoos. Finnick was a glorious male specimen and she let her eyes trail down to that ‘V’ of muscles pointing downward and her brain just went stupid.

      Kenzie ripped off her shirt and cardigan, showing off the bright red lace bra underneath. His sharp inhale was music to her ears. It only took a few seconds to get her shorts off. Finnick licked his lips when he took in the matching underwear. She grinned at him as she settled back against her pillows, leaving the boots and the socks on.

      “Take off your clothes, slowly, while you try and explain to me why this is a mistake.”

      “I never said this was a mistake, crazy girl,” Finnick growled at her. But he did as she said and slowly undid his belt while she watched hungrily. “I meant, I had made a mistake in thinking we could do the hard shit later, in thinking we could pretend none of this meant anything and we could just have fun.”

      It was hard not to get emotional over that confession. Kenzie wanted to hear more but she also wanted him to fuck the shit out of her. “Prove it,” she told him. He grinned at her challenge and slowly unbuttoned his black jeans.

      Now her mouth watered. Finnick was so fucking gorgeous it was almost hard to look right at him.

      “I want you to know Kenzie,” he said, kicking off his jeans. “I think I’m falling for you and I’m pretty sure you’re falling for me too.”

      Finnick removed the last shreds of fabric from his body and her eyes went right to the thick length of him. He was massive like all shifters supposedly were. Kenzie had had no idea what to expect. As a fox shifter he was physically smaller than say, Samuel who was nearly six foot five, but…he definitely hadn’t missed out on the giant penis attribute.

      Then he was crawling onto her bed. He prowled towards her and somehow he didn’t look fucking ridiculous. The way he eyed her and the lack of a smile on his face amplified his predatory nature and Finnick looked starved.

      It made her want to run.

      So she did.

      Kenzie rolled off the bed and bolted for the door, grinning her ass off. Play the game, she mentally begged. Come on, play with me.

      Finnick growled and reached for her so fast she screeched when he grabbed hold, pressing against her. His skin was a thousand times softer than she thought it was going to be and instantly she relaxed into him.

      They rolled onto the bed and somehow she ended up on top of him. The sensation of his cock against her hot pussy through the lace was almost too much. Kenzie closed her eyes as his hands dug into her hips, fingers pressing into her ass, urging her on.

      “You think I’m falling for you?” she managed, gasping as he thrust. Kenzie was already so wet it was almost embarrassing.

      “I know you are.” Finnick ripped the lace from her body. It annoyed her, but the feel of him against her with nothing in between made everything else seem pointless. “I can smell it on you. There’s affection.” He reached down and pressed his thumb to her clit.

      Kenzie bucked against him and he used it to his advantage. Suddenly the head of his cock was pressed against her entrance and she stilled. This was moving really fast.

      Finnick didn’t push through, he just stared up at her, eyes glowing gold. “There’s the smell of ‘mate’ that gets stronger every time I see you. The pain when you leave is getting worse. And then there’s this.”

      His fingers slid over her folds, spreading the slickness around. Finnick stroked his thick cock with it, all without breaking eye contact. It made her pussy clench around his head and the ache was nearly unbearable. She wanted to slam down on top of him, but…

      Was that what she wanted, or what a magical bond was pushing her to do?

      “Does it matter?” he asked, like he’d heard her. “The urge to be near each other, the desperate need to be physical together – that’s the bond. But what else do you feel?” Finnick pushed up ever so slightly and he slid inside half an inch.

      It made Kenzie groan and his hands caressed her thighs as they trembled. Not because it was hard to hold herself up, but because it took everything she had not to give in just yet.

      “I feel…a connection. Despite our differences we are very similar,” she murmured, sliding down a little and this time Finnick was the one who groaned as she pulsed around him.

      “You make me laugh,” she admitted, sliding down another inch. “And I love the way the three of you take care of each other.”

      Finnick thrust again, urging her on. “What else?”

      Fates, it felt so good. Her skin was so sensitive every touch was electric, even the soft caress on her thighs as he waited patiently for her to continue.

      “Your story about the children in the cancer ward made me cry,” she whispered, wriggling her hips. “And I think that was when I knew I might be in trouble…when I thought that maybe – maybe the mate bond wouldn’t be so bad.”

      He pulled her down, all the way down. The sensation of being stretched like that, him slowly easing into her body as far as he could get…she couldn’t help the long moan when his hips finally met hers.

      Kenzie opened her eyes and saw his were still blazing gold. The fox was close to the surface and for some reason that turned her on. Finnick was losing his careful control with her, he was letting her see the real him.

      “What do you feel?” Kenzie asked as she started to gently ride his cock, pressing her hands into his chest so she could watch his face.

      “I would die for you,” he snarled. “Kill for you. Anything you asked of me I would give.” Finnick gripped her ass hard, but he didn’t take the control away from her. “Whether we choose the mate bond or not, I am yours. Right now, right here. Ride me hard, babe. As hard as you can.”

      Then he took her hands and placed them around his neck, tilting his chin ever so slightly so his throat was bared to her.

      Oh geez, that was so much more than she’d been expecting. Her walls clenched around him while she considered the scene before her. Something about this kink, about his desire to surrender to her was the hottest thing she’d ever seen.

      Finnick was a deadly predator that could snap her neck faster than the blink of an eye, but he was on his back, throat bared, and thrusting up into her, silently begging her for more.

      So Kenzie rode him like he’d asked, gently squeezing his throat as she took her pleasure from him, meeting him thrust for thrust, grinding her clit against him until she was taking everything he offered and then some.

      Her moans made him harder which stretched her more as she rode him rough, tits bouncing as she cried out. The edge was so near. Kenzie felt herself slipping over like she had before, and he didn’t even blink when he repeated the words that had shoved her right over.

      “Fall for me, Kenzie.”

      The words grated in his throat and she felt them vibrate against her hands as she screamed when the orgasm ripped through her. It made her hands clench and Finnick roared as he came, slamming into her from underneath, gripping her wrists so tight she knew she’d bruise but Kenzie couldn’t even feel it while the pleasure assaulted her.

      “I told you, you were falling for me,” Finnick said, letting his head fall back over the edge of the bed, eyes closing.

      She collapsed on top of him. “Think I’ll get pregnant?”

      “What?” he sat up so fast she almost fell off of him, but he gripped her arms tight.

      Kenzie was laughing so hard tears ran down her cheeks. “You should see your face.”

      Finnick glared at her. “Yes, I’m hilarious. I remember.”

      She snorted. “You really think I’d let you inside me without protection? I have an IUD.”

      He threw himself back down on the bed and she went with him, resting her head on his chest. His heart was still beating wildly, either from the sex, the scare, or a combination of both. “I don’t know,” he said. “I wasn’t thinking which was stupid of me, but…I have this vision of little witch foxes taking over the world. Starting early wouldn’t be the worst thing ever.”

      Kenzie smacked his shoulder hard enough it left a mark. Finnick laughed and tossed her off him, making a mess everywhere. “I hate you,” she snapped, still trying to process the witch fox thing.

      Her phone dinged and Kenzie caught the washcloth Finnick threw at her from the bathroom. Damn his ass was nice and those back dimples…she had it bad. “Go make yourself useful and get the tacos while I try to clean up this disaster.”

      Finnick grinned and slid on his pants, no boxers. The way they hung on his hips, lord help her. Kenzie watched him go and knew he was right. She was totally falling for him.
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      After the other night everything was…strange. Perfect. Awkward; and a little bit melancholy.

      Kenzie didn’t really know what to think now that there was some distance from the events of her date with Finnick. This was the real world, sitting in the car with Ash on their way to meet with one of Brad’s victims.

      Everything she’d felt that night was still there, along with a weird little ache in her chest. Every once in a while she’d found herself rubbing it. Kenzie knew this would only get worse, but for now she could pretend like it wasn’t happening.

      Then there was Ash.

      He politely said nothing when he’d picked her up that Sunday morning. Selene was busy with the weekly coven rituals as was the rest of her family. It had just been her, and Kenzie couldn’t figure out if he could smell Finnick or not.

      She’d washed everything and burned a scent-removing candle. She was wearing her charm now as they were on a job. But it wasn’t because she was ashamed. Kenzie lived with witches. There were things witches could pull from a space – like an aura. There was power in strong emotions, in fixed points…events so world-changing not even time travel could change them. There was power in violence.

      Kenzie didn’t know which her night with Finnick was, but she didn’t want anyone taking it from her. It was hers and now there was only her memory of the events to prove it had happened.

      Though over the last day and a half she’d wondered if she’d imagined it.

      Selene hadn’t asked for details when Kenzie had spent time with her on Saturday, watching whatever stupid show she wanted most of the day, making sure she ate. Her sister wasn’t looking good. After meeting with the victim she’d go back to Hunter and get the potion from him one way or another.

      Kenzie glanced over at Ash. He kept his eyes on the road, but he smiled. “Did you two have fun?”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      “Oh he told me a little, but no details. Not that I’m asking. I just wanted to make sure you guys had a good time.”

      Did he really? Kenzie eyed him. This concept that they could share her made total sense on paper, but Kenzie knew men. This wasn’t normal.

      “Yes, we had a lot of fun.” She ignored the blush she could feel heating her cheeks. Maybe he wouldn’t notice. “You aren’t jealous, or disappointed it wasn’t you and I instead?”

      “Nah,” Ash said, signaling to get over. “I’m in no rush and I’ll be able to take you out in a few days anyway. I can wait for my turn.”

      Kenzie couldn’t help but laugh.

      “How are you going to top archery and cheese?” Finnick asked over the comms.

      Oh jeez. She’d totally forgotten everyone could fucking hear them.

      “I don’t have any plans to top you,” Ash said, making a gentle turn. “But she’s definitely going to have ‘a lot of fun.’ Just in a different way.” He waggled his eyebrows at her and Kenzie blushed again.

      She had no idea what he had in mind, or if he planned to do anything physical like she and Finnick had – but how would he know if they did anything? Knowing the way these foxes were though, he’d probably already picked up on it.

      “All right guys,” Hunter said. “Finnick and I are in position. The coast is clear. We’ll be able to see anything coming your way while you two get her agreement to testify.”

      As usual she couldn’t read anything from his voice. Kenzie never could, not alone. It was the imperceptible ticks, the elusive things in his eyes – that was how she could decipher Hunter. Without those things she was blind.

      Ash parked the car and Kenzie got out, taking in the area. There was nothing for miles. The girl lived east of the bay in Walnut Creek. She had plenty of land and no close neighbors. It made Kenzie nervous as she tapped her smartwatch.

      The area was scanned and the hybrid tech/magic program didn’t show any magic in the area or anything living except for the four of them. Just the woman in the house. Kenzie looked up at the building again and felt sorry for this person, whoever she was.

      The file on her had said she’d been living in the city, working at Brad’s law firm as a successful lawyer, and then one day she’d quit and moved away, completely disconnecting herself from everyone she knew.

      Kenzie didn’t know each victim as intimately as she should, but she’d seen the money transfers and some of the names.

      Abilene Anderson.

      “You need to do the talking,” Ash reminded her. “If necessary I can stay outside.”

      She nodded. “We’ll see what Abilene has to say first.”

      The porch steps were freshly painted and Kenzie stepped as carefully as she could. There were cameras, but they were Abilene’s and not bugs. It looked like she might have a smarthouse setup from what Kenzie could gather. She pressed the button on the high-tech doorbell and waited.

      “What do you want?” a voice demanded.

      Kenzie tried to smile as reassuringly as she could. “I was wondering if you would talk to me about Bradley Davis? My sister…” she purposefully trailed off, letting Abilene make her own conclusions as to the reason she was there. “I brought my boyfriend,” Kenzie said into the microphone. “Because I just don’t feel safe alone anymore.”

      There was silence and Kenzie could feel the tension in Ash while they waited. They didn’t need this one girl, but it would be nice. The list of victims was disturbingly long.

      “I’ll be right there,” Abilene muttered.

      Ash put his arm around her waist, spreading his hand across her stomach and pressing her against him. He leaned down and whispered in her ear. “I like how cunning you are, mate. And I really like being your boyfriend. Even for a day.”

      Finnick grumbled about titles but Kenzie was entranced by the deep blue of Ash’s eyes. He wasn’t smiling and he wasn’t teasing. He was telling her exactly what he was feeling and thinking. How was he so…aggressively quiet?

      Heat flared in her belly and Kenzie had to swallow it all down when the door opened.

      She smiled at one of the most beautiful women she’d ever seen in real life aside from Selene. What the hell was she doing all the way out here?

      “I’m not currently taking new clients,” Abilene said, inspecting Ash like he was particularly disgusting.

      “But I thought with your history, maybe you could help me?” Kenzie said. “My sister hasn’t been the same since.” Expertly weaving the truth into the lie exposed the real emotion there.

      Abilene’s face softened and she stepped aside to let them in. “I might be able to help you, but I can’t take this case. There’s a conflict of interest.”

      Ash and Kenzie went into the gorgeous, modern house. It was pretty bare. There wasn’t a whole lot to tell her about the woman they were going to try and convince to help them. The main space was very clean, and had a professional air to it. Like Abilene met clients here regularly.

      There was a kitchen a ways back, but nothing that would tell Kenzie anything useful. She already knew the girl had money from Brad, the ten thousand dollar piano sitting in the corner didn’t tell her anything new.

      And the only reason she knew how pricey the piano was is her mother insisted on having one despite the fact that no one in their stupid family could play. She thought it looked posh and then hired pianists to play during parties. It was an incredible waste of money.

      They sat down where Abilene pointed and Ash stayed close, their knees pressing together and he held her hand like a real couple would. It didn’t feel as weird as she thought it might. Kenzie couldn’t help stealing looks at Ash.

      It was his intensity. There was something about him she couldn’t deny, and what made her nervous was she didn’t think she wanted to.

      Ash watched her at every opportunity, leaving Abilene for her to deal with. Kenzie didn’t know how to think or feel about him. He was so intense, but he rarely said anything.

      “How long have you two been together?” Abilene asked as she poured iced tea.

      “Sometimes it feels like forever,” Ash murmured, still staring into her eyes.

      Fuck. Kenzie grabbed the iced tea and downed it. Her heart was pounding and she knew with one hundred percent certainty Ash had been completely honest just now.

      Abilene smiled like it was adorable. “What was it you thought I could help with?”

      “She’s definitely human,” Hunter muttered over the comms.

      Could he seriously smell her from that far away?

      “You got this Kenzie,” Finnick whispered into her ear like he was the one sitting next to her instead of Ash.

      Kenzie squeezed Ash’s hand and took a deep breath. This wasn’t going to be easy.

      “My sister was raped by Bradley Davis,” Kenzie told Abilene, silently asking Selene for forgiveness for the lie. “I want to take him down. Would you testify against him?”

      It was the rough and ready approach, but it wasn’t a topic that could really be eased into.

      Abilene’s face paled and her hands shook as she reached for the glass of tea. “No, I will not testify.”

      “Even if it means that he’ll be ruined?” Kenzie asked, watching the way Abilene glanced at her phone. Would she call someone, maybe the police?

      Ash could scent her every emotion but he didn’t react at all. He was as inconspicuous as possible so Abilene wouldn’t get scared. He barely even breathed he was so still and quiet.

      “I don’t think you understand what you’re getting yourself into,” Abilene said a bit shakily.

      Slowly Kenzie reached into her pocket for the piece of paper she’d printed out. Unfolding it she set it on the table and pushed it toward Abilene. “I do, and I’m ready for the consequences.”

      Abilene glanced at her and then picked up the paper. It shook with her hand, but the woman paled even further when she saw what was on there. Kenzie felt bad for her. She was still so young. In her mid-twenties and she’d been thriving. They were about the same age.

      Now it looked like she was barely surviving.

      “These are his victims?” Abilene asked. “How did you get ahold of this?”

      “Illegally,” Kenzie admitted. “So we can’t use it against him.”

      Abilene flipped the paper over and her skin turned green as the list went on. She dropped it like the names had burned her.

      Kenzie had never been raped, or sexually assaulted. Humans couldn’t hurt her, but she used to have PTSD so she understood how hard this was. She still lived with her tormentors.

      “It can help you move on,” Kenzie told her. “It won’t change what he did to you, but at least he would pay for it. And full disclosure, I plan on making him pay with everything he has.”

      Sometimes the truth was more effective than any lie.

      “Everything?” Abilene asked with a dark laugh. “He has so much money he’s practically untouchable.”

      “Well…I have money,” Kenzie admitted. “A lot of it, but this isn’t just a legal attack. We’re going to play dirty.”

      If she squinted and tilted her head ever so slightly this was just another game. Would she be the black pieces or the white?

      Abilene took another sip of tea and set down the glass. Ash squeezed her hand. A choice had been made, but Kenzie couldn’t be sure which it was.

      “I will lose everything if I do this,” Abilene admitted. “He gave me all this and he can take it all away just as easily. But…but at least I’d be able to live with myself. If it was just me that would be one thing.”

      Kenzie followed her gaze to the paper she’d printed out.

      “There are so many names.”

      “Too many,” Kenzie agreed.

      “I’ll testify on one condition,” Abilene said.

      Ash and Kenzie both tensed at the same time.

      “I’ve got movement,” Finnick muttered over the comms. “Something is happening.”

      Suddenly her heart was racing. What the fuck was going on?

      Kenzie looked at Ash but he was smiling pleasantly at Abilene. “What’s your condition?” he asked, finally speaking.

      “I won’t agree to this unless we could get him put away for life. If he can get out at some point, it will put everyone at risk. Not only that,” Abilene said, pointing at the paper. “We need evidence for everyone who agrees to testify.”

      “It’s raven shifters. Kenzie, Ash, get the fuck out of there now,” Hunter demanded. “Now!”

      Ravens…which meant assassins.

      Ash was suddenly on his feet and moving. He blurred across the room and tackled Abilene to the floor as the sound of cawing turned into gunshots.

      Kenzie threw herself to the ground, fingers flying over her smartwatch display as she went through every defense mechanism she had. A shield popped up and she tossed one of the pink smoke bombs. Instantly the room was covered and she crawled her way to where the other two were.

      Over the comms she heard Hunter and Finnick snap commands and locations at each other and then there was only silence.

      “How many of them are there?” Kenzie whispered. “What’s our exit strategy?”

      Someone’s foot. Kenzie cursed herself up and down for not bringing her enchanted glasses to see through the smoke. She’d brought so many charms, there had to be one she could use to get them out of there.

      Ash grabbed her arm and pulled her toward him. “Are you all right?” he demanded, checking her over.

      Kenzie’s hands started shaking when she realized he was covered in blood. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      He looked grim as he pulled her into his arms. “I wasn’t fast enough. They got her.”

      That was when she saw the body on the floor with a massive hole through her head. Abilene was already dead and gone. Blood covered everything the more she looked around and Kenzie realized she had no idea what to do in a fight like this.

      She’d trained her whole life to take down opponents in hand to hand. This was nothing like that no matter how good of a shot she was. This was a small war in a girl’s backyard and Kenzie only knew how to run away as fast as possible.

      “Kenzie,” Ash murmured, taking her chin firmly in his hands. “I need you with me all right? We both need to get out of here alive and I need you and that cunning mind of yours to help. What charms do you have?”

      “Nothing to make us invisible,” she snapped, flinching as gunfire tore up the walls and everything shattered.

      Grunts over the comms and the sound of fists flying.

      “There’s at least four.” Finnick said, growling as the sound of a fist meeting flesh came over the comms. “But based on raven hunting patterns I’d say there are six total. Hunter and I have taken down two.”

      “Kenzie, help me get us out of here. The smoke is dissipating,” Ash pressed.

      She shook her wrist, taking comfort in hearing the charms clack against each other. Then she pulled up her smartwatch again, checking the map. “There are nine ravens total, two dead bodies,” she said, ducking as more gunfire rained down on them.

      “Three,” Hunter corrected as the sounds of a dying gurgle came through the comms.

      Kenzie shuddered, but they needed Hunter’s cool, calculating calm. His willingness to do whatever necessary to protect his chaos of foxes. Did that include her?

      “Four,” Finnick said. “Hunter, I might actually beat you this time.”

      “Doubtful, but we can play this game if you like. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t sulk when you lose.”

      “What game is that?” Kenzie asked Ash.

      “Who’s the better killer,” Ash told her, eyeing the holographic map display that came from her watch, warping in the smoke.

      “Oh.”

      “Do you have any offensive charms?” Ash asked.

      Right, they needed to get out. Kenzie yanked one off her bracelet and crushed it against Ash’s chest. “Had I known this would happen I would have brought more. It’ll make you invincible for one hour,” she told him. “Nothing will be able to break through your skin, but be careful of your eyes.”

      “This one removes their fingernails among other nasties.” Kenzie pulled out her gloves from her back pocket and slipped them on. “I’ll keep these. You need protective gloves to handle them.”

      “I want to kill them,” Ash growled. “Not torture them. Do you have something that will clear a path?”

      She yanked the witch ball of doom off her bracelet and handed it to him. “This disables any electronics within a ten foot radius and creates a smoke cloud.” Kenzie yanked off another. “This one will melt the bullets in their guns, but you have to get close.”

      “They’re using silver,” Finnick informed them. “Get her out of there now.”

      Fuck. Kenzie took the charm back and slipped it in her pocket. It was only good for lead. She pulled off one entire bracelet and handed it to Ash. More wood chips and glass shattered as bullets tore into the house. “These are just explosives. Clear a path. I’ll take care of any you miss.”

      “Are you sure?” Ash asked, eyes glowing gold. His teeth were sharper too and there was a strange rumble in his voice, like his own was repeated and amplified a hundred times over.

      “I can take care of myself. I’ll be right behind you,” Kenzie told him, activating the strength charm earring. She palmed four smoke bombs the size of marbles and adjusted them so one was in between each finger. “Go!”

      They needed to get out of there. She had to do this even if she wasn’t sure and Ash couldn’t clear a path if he was constantly hovering over her. Kenzie just hoped she was as adaptable as she thought she was.

      Her shield would only take so much damage.
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      Kenzie waited for the lull in gunfire. Then she stood and threw one of the bombs as hard as she could. Pink smoke burst into the air and covered the front porch.

      She launched herself over the couch and ran straight for the door, leaping over the stairs to land in a crouch on the ground. Tossing another smoke bomb she trusted Ash to make his own way through the smoke. He was the more experienced one.

      “Leave the car,” Hunter instructed. “Run to the second location.”

      Gunfire pinged off her shield. “It’s registered,” Kenzie protested.

      Ash blurred past her and she prayed the Fates would protect them all a little longer.

      “Not to any one of us,” Hunter snapped. “Get to the second location.”

      More gunfire, but it just glanced off her. Kenzie tossed the rest of the bombs and checked her watch.

      One of them was on top of her.

      Kenzie screamed at the sudden pain when something sliced into her back. She whirled around and one of the ravens had a knife in his hand. How did he get through her shield? Blocking his second attack she smashed a curse into his neck.

      The raven’s eyes shot open and suddenly he was bleeding everywhere. Through his eyes, ears, nose, mouth, every pore he had was suddenly dripping blood. The raven dropped to the ground and she picked up the knife.

      It was enchanted.

      “Five,” she said over the comms. Kenzie touched her back and it came away bloody.

      She grimaced. The only thing she didn’t possess was a healing charm. Healing magic was beyond anyone in her family. That was a rare specialty.

      “Six,” Hunter said, and somehow he sounded closer. “Where are you two?”

      “Fifteen yards from the trees,” Ash responded. “Seven kills.”

      Lost in the pink smoke she pulled up her map as an explosion rattled her bones. “I don’t know where I am,” Kenzie said. “I think I’m twenty yards.”

      “Got you,” a raven said as he came at her.

      She ducked. But he faked and his knife went through her smartwatch…and then her wrist.

      Kenzie only screamed once as the pain ripped through her before she locked it down. The enchanted blade dropped to the ground and she fell to her knees as she tried to fold the pain away. It was too much to push back so she let it run through her as she ripped the knife from her wrist. The second wave of agony almost made her sick to her stomach, but she found that place she’d been taught to go to.

      It made everything else seem far away and it allowed her to disconnect from her body a bit, just enough to be outside the agony and the fight.

      The watch sparked, shocking her. It wasn’t stable and she had to get it off before something happened. It wasn’t just electrical wiring, it had magic. The combination of the two could cause insurmountable damage.

      But the assassin wasn’t waiting for her to recover. He attacked again and she just barely managed to catch his arm with her left hand. The assassin wasn’t expecting her strength and his eyes widened.

      The yelling of her mates on the other end of the comms sounded far away, like her ears were stuffed with cotton.

      Kenzie reminded herself she was as strong as a bear shifter now. Her left hand tightened around the assassin’s arm and he yelped as bones crushed beneath her fingers. Then she released him and planted her good hand, using it to pivot and swipe his legs out from under him.

      “Kenzie, I can’t find you,” Hunter said. He sounded concerned which meant he was probably losing it. “That fucking scent charm. I can’t find you. Tell me where you are.”

      “I can taste her pain,” Ash said. “But I lost her in the smoke. There’s too much death and agony on the air to pinpoint hers.”

      “Fucking find her Hunter!” Finnick screamed.

      Kenzie winced as she rolled so she was straddling the raven. He wasn’t as strong as a bear, but he was a professional assassin. He needed to die, but she only had one hand. It made her freeze. What was the best way to get out of this mess with only one hand?

      He fumbled as she held him down and Kenzie realized her mistake a second too late. His hand came up with a gun and without her smartwatch she had no shield. Kenzie just barely managed to shove his hand away before he blasted through her brain.

      The shot grazed her shoulder and she let out an angry scream, knowing she had to get vicious if she wanted to survive.

      She shoved one knee into his face so she could push herself up to stand. Then she yanked the gun from his hand, breaking finger bones like carrots in the process. The charm was already exhausting her, stealing from her own strength to fuel the unnatural one.

      The raven kicked the gun from her hands and suddenly he was up and she was on the defensive again, blocking him with her good arm.

      Kenzie ripped one of the charms from her wrist with her teeth. It was covered in her blood and she spat it at him as hard as she could. It broke against his skin and his screech as his flesh burned made her skin crawl. The raven tried to shift, but froze into some kind of half-form as more of him burned.

      She ripped the malfunctioning watch off her wrist and then ran.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” another raven asked, grabbing her and tossing her to the ground.

      At this point she’d lost count of how many were left. Where were her damn foxes?

      Kenzie grabbed another charm from her last bracelet.

      The raven smirked. Then he pointed the rifle at her chest. This was the one who’d been firing into the house.

      Holding her arm against her chest she got to her feet. Kenzie couldn’t run away from a rifle. The only way out of this one was to get close enough to take him down, but she had strength. Not speed. And she was bleeding and tired from the charm.

      Was she going to make it out of this one?

      Suddenly Hunter was there. He appeared out of the pink smoke like a ghost – right behind the raven. The fox cut the raven’s throat so fast and swift the shifter was still aiming to shoot her when he fell to the ground, blood spurting from his neck.

      “Nine,” Hunter said as he stared down at the corpse with no trace of the emotion on his face she’d heard over the comms.

      A pained roar came from behind and the one she’d burned jumped on her in his twisted form, putting her in a chokehold. Kenzie shoved them both backwards to the ground and used the momentum to flip over him. She slid out of his hold and onto her knees, pulling her necklace off in one smooth motion.

      One little flick and the necklace went around his throat, and she caught the other end. Kenzie wrapped her legs around the raven and pulled with her good hand. She had ridiculous strength at the moment and the titanium necklace slid through his skin like butter, only catching on his spine for the briefest moment before she ripped through.

      The head popped off and his blood sprayed everywhere.

      “Now it’s nine,” Kenzie said, breathing hard as she looked up at Hunter who was much closer than before – as if he’d run toward her, but then stopped when she’d clearly had things under control.

      He crouched down and studied her, and then the dead body covered in burns and the decapitated head. “There was one I found who bled to death. Through his skin. Was that you as well?” Hunter was covered in gore, but he still somehow looked so…normal. Like he was wearing a suit at a nice restaurant and not black gear drenched in blood.

      Kenzie nodded, shoving the body away from her.

      “I think you win for most creative kill.”

      “Hunter…” Kenzie hissed in pain as she tried to get up. For a moment she’d forgotten about her wrist.

      Then he was there and touching her. The pain eased as he helped her up. He was taking her pain. “I hate this charm,” he snarled. He touched the earring and for a brief moment she thought he might rip it from her ear.

      But his hands moved to check her wounds instead. “I couldn’t smell you, or your emotions, and I had no idea where you were.”

      Hunter was growling so deep in his chest it altered his voice. “Do you know what it’s like to hear you scream and have no idea what is happening to you? Kenzie, I thought you were dead!”

      She flinched when he actually yelled. His reaction was a thousand times worse because Hunter didn’t lose control. But he wasn’t Finnick, or even Ash.

      Instead of raging at the world he took a step back from her and clenched his fists as he snarled. Kenzie closed the distance between them, hissing at the pain in her shoulder. Hunter eyed her warily as she came closer.

      “Help me?” she asked, knowing he needed an outlet. “I can’t heal like you.”

      Hunter reached for her without even realizing and the second his skin made contact with hers the lines on his face eased. Kenzie was so tired and somehow he sensed it. He scooped her up and walked with her towards the trees.

      “I’ve got her. We’ll be at the second location in five minutes.”

      “Maybe there’s a way to tweak the charm,” she muttered. “That way I can still wear one, but the three of you can scent me all you want.”

      “That would be preferable,” Hunter grumbled.

      “I didn’t realize how much you cared,” she teased, laughing tiredly. The bleeding had slowed down, but she was still a fucking mess.

      “I may not be able to emote the way Finnick and Ash can, but I do have feelings.” The pink smoke started to clear in the breeze and Kenzie ignored the bodies as they stepped into the trees on the edge of the park. “And you’re my mate. Of course I care about you, even if I don’t understand why.”

      “Of course,” she murmured. He was so weird. “Put me down?”

      Instantly he obliged. Hunter set her down gently and then made sure she was mostly stable before he released her.

      “Thank you for finding me,” she told him.

      The small bit of gratitude crumbled some of his impenetrable wall. Suddenly he had his arms around her and more of her pain eased. Then Hunter’s hands were in her hair and she could feel the slight tremor in his body.

      “Kenzie, I will always find you,” he murmured. Hunter brushed his lips against hers and the electric sensation made it difficult to breathe. “All I had to do was follow my heart.”

      Then he stepped away and Finnick was there, kissing her forehead while Ash checked her back, and between the three of them she felt no pain at all, just the warmth of the bond as it tightened harder.

      But the whole time she stared at Hunter.

      Who once again had that little smirk on his face and his hands in his pockets. But she could see the glimmer of emotion in his eyes as he watched them. It hadn’t just been her imagination. Hunter had kissed her after saying something so ridiculously romantic she was still trying to process it.

      Kenzie knew he meant he’d followed the mate bond, but she also knew Hunter never said anything without a reason. How deeply did he feel behind that blank mask of his?

      “Let’s get you back to the den and clean you up,” Finnick said, handling her wrist gently. “We’ll have to reach out to some of our contacts for this.”

      Kenzie tried to give them all a reassuring smile. “There’s a doctor we see when necessary. She’ll fix me right up.”

      “Of course there’s a witch doctor,” Finnick said, kissing her one more time before heading to the second car and giving Ash room to hover next. She was almost disappointed when he didn’t make a voodoo joke – the real indicator he was still shaken as hell about what had happened.

      Ash put his arm around her waist and helped her walk. “I’m sorry I lost you,” he said, rubbing his nose in her hair in an apology. “It’s hard to keep track of someone when they don’t exist to my shifter senses.”

      “It’s not your fault,” she told him, and Kenzie meant it.

      She definitely had to tweak the charm. It had never been an issue before when she’d worked alone. But now she was working with shifters. There had to be a way.

      “We need to check the dark web,” she said to no one in particular. “It’s no coincidence someone put out a hit on Abilene when we started digging.” It was hard not to feel guilty about that.

      Ash opened the door for her and Finnick started up the van. Hunter watched everything closely as she got in. When they were all safely in the van he finally hopped into the front seat.

      “No, it wasn’t a coincidence,” he agreed. “I’ll have to look into this and make some calls for a cleanup.”

      “It can’t be the Bay Coven,” Kenzie told him, leaning into Ash and closing her eyes. “Brad will find out who you are and it’ll all be over.”

      “I know a few witches outside the covens,” Hunter murmured. “Don’t worry, no one will find out. And get some rest. You’re safe now.”

      Kenzie supposed she was. She reached up with a sigh and removed the scent charm before taking Ash’s arm and wrapping it around herself. All three of them breathed a sigh of relief when she did. Even Hunter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Kenzie

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Kenzie wore nothing but her sports bra as Ash cleaned up her back and Finnick worked on her wrist.

      “Based on these numbers and codes, it looks like hits were put out for everyone on the list you made, Kenzie,” Hunter said, typing furiously as he took in everything displayed on the five computer screens.

      Their setup was impressive and Kenzie was actually a bit jealous of their equipment. She kept adding things to her mental wish list.

      “Every single one of them?” she asked, not even wincing when Finnick tightened the bandage around her wrist. It was enough to keep her together until she could see the family doctor.

      At this point she figured they were unknowingly siphoning her pain from her with every touch. Kenzie left it alone. They were still seriously shaken up from losing her in the smoke.

      “Adeline isn’t the only one who died today,” Hunter informed them. “There were two others on our list who got hit as well. We just happened to be at one of them.”

      “Damn, he’s moving fast,” Finnick said, moving on to her shoulder. “Three in one day?”

      Ash had tied her hair up in a knot so it wouldn’t get into the long slice on her back and he was painstakingly thorough. Once he was finished with that he brought her a clean shirt that smelled of laundry detergent and nothing else. There was no way for her to know whose shirt it was.

      “We need to start moving anyone we can to a safehouse before there’s no one left,” Ash said, leaning his hip against Hunter’s desk with his arms crossed over his chest.

      Kenzie’s phone rang and she frowned at the number. “Hello?”

      “Mackenzie Kavanagh?”

      Without knowing why, her heart leapt into her throat. “Yes?”

      “You’re the emergency contact for Selene Kavanagh. She was just rushed into our hospital. We’ve admitted her to the ICU.”

      Time stopped as she processed those words. “Why?”

      “We don’t know for sure yet why, but it appears she’s in some kind of coma. Is there someone else I should call?”

      Kenzie gave the woman Edith’s number and then she was moving, pulling on the shirt and heading for the stairs as quickly as she could.

      “Whoa, where do you think you’re going?” Finnick asked, grabbing her good arm. “You shouldn’t go anywhere alone right now and you definitely shouldn’t be driving.”

      Even though it pissed her off it made her brain start working again. She pulled down the shirt and went right for Hunter. “Please. I know you all heard the call. This has to be from the curse. You saw her…please.”

      He turned in his chair and tilted his head to study her.

      Kenzie had said once she’d do anything.

      She got down on her knees and took Hunter’s hand in hers. Thanks to them her wrist didn’t hurt at all anymore. “Please, give it to me so I can save my sister’s life. I promise I’ll finish the contract. Whatever you need from me to know I will follow through – just name it.”

      Without hesitation he answered her. “Move in with us.”

      “What?”

      She wasn’t the only one to feel shocked. Both Ash and Finnick shared a disbelieving look – like he’d gone too far.

      Kenzie wasn’t mad, but she didn’t understand. Hunter never did anything without a reason, right?

      “It’s not safe for you right now. I don’t know if they saw you on a camera drone or what,” Hunter said, standing up and pulling her with him. “Until this contract is complete you need to stay with us so we can protect you. It won’t look suspicious as most of the shifter community has heard a triad of foxes recently found their mate.”

      Ash and Finnick closed in behind her and Kenzie suddenly realized she was standing in the center of their triangle – as naturally as breathing.

      Was she the only one who’d noticed?

      “At the end of this contract you should be safe, or all of us will be dead.” Hunter shrugged like it didn’t really matter either way. “At that point we should have the rest of this figured out. Do you agree?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Hunter gave her that secret smile and she knew he was playing a game, and Kenzie…wanted to play. He was so good at these she wanted to join just so she could find out where it led.

      “You always have a choice,” Hunter told her. “Isn’t that the beauty of playing?”

      Check.

      But Kenzie felt like they were on the same team, not necessarily playing against each other, and they were definitely the black pieces. Still, he’d managed to maneuver her so perfectly she didn’t even care.

      “Do you even have space for me?”

      “Kenzie, even if we didn’t, we’d make space for you,” Ash said, brushing his fingers against hers – needing to touch her. “But yes, there’s a spare bedroom.”

      She looked up at Hunter again and into those strange brown-gold eyes of his. “All I have to do is live here for six months, no expectations regarding relationships or sex, and you’ll give me the potion right now?”

      He turned without a word and pressed his thumb to a filing cabinet beneath his desk. It popped open and Hunter pulled out the purple, glowing liquid. It swirled in the glass, mesmerizing with the power it held.

      When he turned back to her his expression was serious. “Yes, you can have the potion under those terms. Then I will drive you to the hospital.”

      “Do you need me to bind the promise with blood?” she joked.

      Hunter stepped forward. “Just a kiss.”

      Kenzie’s heart pounded. Wasn’t that a fae thing? It sounded pretty binding. She glanced at the potion and knew it didn’t matter. Selene would die without that potion. So she stepped forward and placed her hands on his shoulders.

      Hunter wasn’t tall compared to the other two, but he was still a good six inches taller than her. Kenzie went up on her tiptoes and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. It reminded her of the one he’d given her earlier, but this was less desperate.

      Somehow Hunter exuded emotions without ever physically expressing them, and Kenzie could pick up on them. He didn’t step forward, but he shifted imperceptibly toward her like he couldn’t help himself.

      The binding kiss sparked through her and she felt it tie them even closer together. There was magic in this promise, the Fates only knew how.

      When Hunter reached for her face she flinched. His hand was so large and calloused and rough, but he was gentle with her, tracing the line of her jaw from her ear to her chin. Then he held her firmly in place as he licked his lips.

      Hunter deepened the kiss, slanting his mouth over hers, flicking his tongue between her lips, and skimming his free hand up her arm and into her hair.

      It was then that Kenzie noticed she was gripping him so she wouldn’t fall. She noticed how he tasted like spices, like…pumpkin pie? Whatever it was it comforted her and Kenzie felt safe.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and sighed into him.

      This kiss was nothing like Finnick’s hunger or Ash’s desperation. This was slow and smooth and warm and sharp like scotch or brandy.

      Then he pressed the potion into her hand and stepped back.

      Kenzie blinked, dazed and a little confused. Ash and Finnick still surrounded her and they looked…starved.

      Without thinking she reached out and pulled Ash down, kissing him like she knew he wanted to be kissed – all consuming. Her tongue possessed his mouth and her fingers dug into his skin. Then she pulled away and reached for Finnick but he was already there, yanking her towards him – still so careful with her.

      He nipped her bottom lip and she groaned, wanting more. So he gave it to her. Finnick’s hands were everywhere, but nowhere she really wanted them. He kept it chaste – for him. Which meant his tongue teased hers and he pressed into her, sparking an insatiable desire.

      But they didn’t have time.

      Kenzie pulled back and kissed Finnick’s cheek before taking Hunter’s hand. “Take me to the hospital.”
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      Hunter didn’t own a motorcycle like Finnick did. But he had a fancy Jeep. There wasn’t much traffic on a Sunday, thank the Fates, and she was rushing into the ICU before she knew it.

      Kenzie went straight to the desk, asking for her sister. A nurse took her to the private room where Edith sat next to Selene’s hospital bed. It seemed her grandmother hadn’t bothered to call her parents.

      Kenzie stopped in the doorway when she saw Selene.

      She really did look like Snow White with her skin so unnaturally pale it made her lips look red without a stitch of makeup. Her black hair was so dark against the white sheets and Kenzie could see the blue veins in her eyelids.

      This version of Snow White looked gaunt and sick, massive hollows under her eyes, and a sickly tinge to her skin.

      Tears burned as Edith looked up at her with despair written in every line on her face.

      Before she could do anything the doctor came in and Kenzie instantly recognized her as another witch. “Dr. Peterson.”

      “Kenzie, I’m glad you made it here so quickly.” The doctor flicked a look at Hunter but didn’t say anything. “I don’t know what’s wrong with her, but she’s in a coma. If something isn’t done…she doesn’t have very long.”

      “It’s okay. I can fix it,” Kenzie murmured. “But it’s not legal so I’d prefer it if you didn’t report me.”

      She shot Dr. Peterson a look and the longtime family physician nodded her agreement, mouth thin. “I need to do my rounds. I’ll be back in an hour to check on Selene. Then I’ll take a look at you. Do I want to know what happened?”

      “Probably not. Now go so you can say you’ve no idea how she got better if the Council asks.”

      Dr. Peterson left and her grandmother closed the curtains so no one could see anything. Hunter kept quiet near the door with his hands in his pockets, but he missed nothing. Kenzie pulled the potion out of her pocket and said a silent prayer to the Fates this would work.

      It should, but in this moment right now, she doubted.

      “It will work,” Hunter reassured her.

      Kenzie glanced back. She’d forgotten he could smell her now. It was more reassuring than she cared to admit. Nodding, she uncorked the bottle with her teeth and jerked her head to Selene. “Gram-Gram, can you get her mouth open? My wrist is a bit fucked up.” And it was starting to hurt again without contact from her foxes.

      Edith sighed but did as she asked. “You need to be more careful,” she snapped, pulling on Selene’s chin. “You have no powers to heal that body.”

      “I know.” Kenzie poured the potion into her sister’s mouth, not once hesitating. The potion was never meant for her and she didn’t care if she never got powers. Kenzie didn’t need them. “Thank you for caring.”

      Edith pinched her side and then kissed her on the cheek before settling back in her chair. Their relationship was so messed up and complicated and kind of wonderful.

      “How long do you think it’ll take?” she asked, leaning over Selene and massaging her throat to make sure the potion was ingested.

      “It’s contraband. I’ve no idea,” Edith replied. “And depending on its shelf-life it might not work at all.”

      Kenzie shot her a glare. That was not what she wanted to hear right now.

      Hunter came closer and took her hand. Somehow he knew she needed the comfort and he was willing to give it to her. Kenzie squeezed his hand but stared at her sister. Was her coloring getting better or was that just her imagination?

      She sighed and bent to kiss her sister’s cheek. This better work. Kenzie didn’t know what she would do without Selene. She couldn’t die. That’s not what was supposed to happen. If it had to be anyone it should be her.

      Her sister was the most powerful Kavanagh witch since her great-grandmother and Kenzie thought maybe more so. Selene was the one who might end up the next High Priestess.

      Kenzie? She was barely more than human and worth nothing. So if the Fates had to take someone, it should be her. She would trade places with Selene in an instant if she could.

      Her sister gasped violently and her eyes flew open.

      It scared the ever loving shit out of Kenzie and her heart practically stopped.

      But then she rushed over to her sister and sat on the bed, smoothing back Selene’s hair, watching the color bloom on her sister’s cheeks again and the bags under her eyes disappear. “Thank you, Hunter,” she whispered, knowing he could hear it. “I won’t forget this.”

      And through the bond she felt his thrill of pleasure and the connection between them strengthened.

      Selene smiled up at her and then Edith pushed Kenzie out of the way so she could inspect her granddaughter. Kenzie stepped back and watched the only two people in her family she cared about. Hunter pulled her closer. Instantly the aches in her wrist, shoulder, and back eased. “I told you it would work. All it took was a kiss.”

      When she looked up at him Kenzie’s heart fluttered. All it took was a kiss…like her promise to stay with them. Did that mean he thought this agreement between them would make this work? What exactly was ‘this’?

      Hunter just winked at her and then shrugged. “Guess we’ll have to find out.”

      Guess they would.
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        The lovely Cece gave me permission to share her work with all of you. Check this awesome reverse harem paranormal story!

      

      

      Tapping my pen absently against the edge of my desk, I stare blankly at the computer screen in front of me. The sounds of the busy, London-based office barely reach my ears as I zone out. A hand waves in front of my face, trying to demand my attention back in reality.

      “Are you even listening to me? Hey! Earth to Kayla!” Lizzy chirps in her usual sing-song voice.

      “Huh?” I turn and look up at her, blinking as I pull myself back into focus.

      “I said, did you get that email about the meeting in the glass room? I’m on my way there now.” She gives a pointed look at the desktop, which is on the locked screen from my lack of use. Oops.

      “When did he send it?” I ask, trying not to yawn as I stretch a little in my seat.

      “I got mine about twenty minutes ago,” she answers absently, picking at the vibrant blue polish on her nails.

      I unlock my computer and check my emails. Sure enough: Team meeting in the glass room @ 2:30 p.m. Received at 2:12 p.m. An organised affair as usual, then. Eighteen minutes was actually a pretty good notice time for my manager, the creep.  Though, as I look around at the desks surrounding me, I’m not sure it will be enough.

      “He’ll be lucky if we’re all able to get there. Some of the guys are on break or stuck on calls. He never plans ahead for these things,” I mutter, leaning back in my seat. I’m not in any rush to be trapped in a room with my manager, awkwardly waiting for everyone else to show up. Even with Lizzy in there with us too, it’s bound to be awkward.

      Ever since the Christmas party a few weeks ago, I’ve been avoiding the man at all costs. Not that I’d much liked his presence before then, but since I’d spurned his advances directly, he’s been hellish. Before the party, I couldn’t have imagined him being any worse than he was. How naive and optimistic of me, considering how the past few weeks have been.

      “I think he does it on purpose to drag out the meetings, waiting for us so he can avoid Clive.” Lizzy looks pointedly over at him as he leans down over the desk of one of the other team managers. Mindy is staring straight at her screen, her resting bitch face game strong as she listens to whatever Clive is telling her. Knowing him, whatever he’s telling her is completely incorrect, and Mindy is stuck humouring Mr Know-It-All until he goes away and she can finish her work in peace. If only he was as strict on the male managers as he is the females. I roll my eyes in annoyance.

      “Jay doesn’t even need to try to avoid him. Clive just lets Jay, Lee, and Kyle get on with it. They’re all idiots; it’s utter bullshit,” I mutter.

      “Come on, we better get in there anyway. Jay might check our call log, see we weren’t on call, and get pissy at us for being late,” Lizzy says, always the voice of reason. I really don’t want to get stuck alone with him while he tells me off like a child for not being busy working. Considering he spends the day surfing the web and going for near-constant smoke breaks, it’s not like he has room to talk. Hypocritical asshole. Shuddering at the thought of his slimy hands going for my ass, I dart my gaze towards the glass conference room and notice two of the guys from our team heading in.

      “Fine, it should be safe now.” I nod in the direction of Paul and Darren walking through the glass door.

      “Safety in numbers,” Lizzy jokes.

      “Safety with witnesses,” I reply, grinning despite our misery. I drag myself out of my swivel chair and walk silently with Lizzy to the glass room. She pushes the door open, allowing me to go first. I head in, quickly darting for the chair furthest away from our manager. I give Lizzy a smug smile when she drops down into the seat next to mine.

      “Is this it?” our manager, Jay, says loudly in an irritated voice. He looks around the mostly empty board table, while the skinny newbie takes a seat next to Lizzy. I think his name is Rhydian… or maybe Gideon. I squint at him, trying to think.

      As Jay starts talking, I zone out and settle on skinny guy’s name being Gideon. Rhydian sounds far too sexy, not suited to the skinny human. At least, I think he’s human. I concentrate on him, calling on my second sight. Colours swirl around the room, auras shimmering over the bodies of my co-workers. Everything is blurred, and yet, somehow clearer. Gideon’s soul is plain; a murky brown. No magic spilling from him at all. Definitely human.

      I look over at the rest of my co-workers in the room. As my eyes fall on Darren, a tiny pang of sadness hits me in my chest, as it always does. I smother the feeling quickly, focusing instead on his light, or rather, his dark. Darren’s soul is strikingly dark, but it has shimmers that roll over him with the magical current that blows across those of us blessed with being more. His magic is subtle; not particularly powerful, but shifters’ gifts don’t usually lie in magic, more in their physical strength. Paul, a human, sits next to Darren with his dull-coloured hue surrounding him, but Paul knows what sits around the table with him. Paul was raised by a cousin of Darren’s, and he’d been allowed in on the secret of supernatural existence that few humans are permitted to know.

      He is trustworthy, for a human at least. He’d grown up grateful to shifters for saving his life and raising him as one of their own.

      Lizzy’s aura is golden, and her hair always seems to be blown by an invisible wind, tossed about by the current that all magical beings know, but only some can see. Her soul is dazzling, almost blinding, when looking at it with my second sight. I will never understand why she chooses to work in an office when she’s clearly powerful, much more so than myself. She could work using her gifts instead of being stuck in an office with a split population.

      Working for a company that also hires humans sucks sometimes. No magical amenities in the office. No using your gifts on site. The red tape they wrap around us is suffocating, but we have to accommodate the unknowing humans.

      Darren, Paul, and Lizzy are the few people in this office I’d actually go for a drink with, and every Thirsty-Thursday night we do exactly that. I blame the cheap three-for-one drink offer at Rosie’s. How they make a profit on that is beyond me. Our Thursday nights always end with me, Lizzy, and Paul splitting a taxi fare home and dying at work the next day. However, they also always end with Darren pulling some sexy female shifter and taking her… well, wherever it is that shifters go to get it on. Maybe a bed, maybe the woods… who knows? I feel the smirk spreading across my face as I try to hold back the snigger that wants out.

      “Something funny, Kayla?” Jay asks, smacking his hand onto the desk to get my attention. I jump in my seat.

      “No, nothing. Sorry.” I look up at him, biting my tongue on all the things I wish I could say. ‘Yes, sir. Your attempt at pretending to be a real manager is hilarious.’ Or even a basic, but classic, ‘Your face is funny.’ I’m not sure how well that would go over, but it’s probably not worth finding out. Honestly, if anything, his face is kind of scary rather than funny-looking. Not his actual features themselves, but how he looks at people. His eyes are like creepy little beads that watch your every move.

      “Have you even been listening to a word I’ve said?” he asks, and I bite my lip. Fuck, I have no idea what this freaking meeting is about.

      “Of course I have,” I answer with fake confidence, knocking my foot into Lizzy’s leg under the table. Save me. I push the thought into her mind, and instantly I feel a tingle flow over me. My mouth opens, speaking with my voice, but it’s not me controlling the words. “You were just explaining about the new CRM system that is being rolled out next week. And how we need to be trained to use it sometime before then, so you’ll be pulling us out in smaller groups for the two-hour sessions,” my voice explains flawlessly. I feel the tingle fade and shoot a grateful smile at Lizzy. Darren gives me a knowing look, not fooled for a second, but luckily the only one I need to fool is Jay, and Jay is human. His face turns disgruntled, clearly unhappy that his chance to get me in trouble has been ruined somehow. My smile grows wider.

      “Well, that’s everything then,” Jay says, his voice grumbly.

      “Did we really need a meeting for this?” the new guy asks quietly, and everyone turns, wide-eyed, to look at him in alarm. Poor little human. So new, and now he’s already doomed to suffer for eternity, or at least for his tenure here.

      Jay looks at him like a cat that’s just caught a mouse, and I know he wants to play with his kill.

      “What do you mean, Gideon?” he asks. I high-five myself in my head. I knew his name was Gideon!

      “Um, I just meant that, um, wouldn’t an email have… We just have so much backlog at the moment… I don’t…” He finally allows his nervous explanation to trail off. Jay stalks around the table to stand behind him. It’s intimidating as shit to have your obviously pissed-off boss standing right behind you, and Jay knows it.

      “Are you the team manager now, Gideon? Would you like to go sit in my seat over there? Do you want to make the decisions on which directives need to be given in person, and which over the group email? Do you want to make the decision about which new employee isn’t working out? Because I make those fucking decisions,” he shouts, slamming his hand down. All of us cringe in our seats. Other than Darren, that is. He looks pretty relaxed as he leans back, tapping away on his phone, just ignoring the situation completely. Jay wouldn’t dare tell him off for it, though. He’s way too scared of the bulky shifter. The dominance Darren lets off is enough to scare most people, even dumb humans.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass about what you meant, newbie. Get the fuck out of here,” Jay says, cutting Gideon off. The new hire looks about ready to sink to the floor in a messy puddle of melted human. Shit, he can’t seriously be telling him to leave-leave, right? Surely he only means out of the glass room... “What are you doing just sitting there? Go pack up your shit and leave,” he adds angrily, and my eyes widen when I realise he’s deadly serious. What a prick. He really can’t stand anyone correcting his bullshit.

      “Don’t you think you’re being a little harsh?” I ask, the words flying out of my mouth before I can crush the fuckers with sense. He turns his glare on me.

      “Everyone except Miss Harlow, get the hell out of the glass room,” he growls, and they all hastily get to their feet. The new guy is the first to the door, in a rush to escape the embarrassment of being sacked in his first week at a company I doubt he even wanted to work for in the first place. “Newbie, go sit by my desk. We’ll discuss this in a minute, once I’m done with Kayla,” he adds. Gideon’s gaze flies to me from the doorway, and he gives me a small nod of appreciation. I gave Jay’s anger a new target—me. He may not get fired today, but I might. I sigh, watching everyone else file out of the room. Lizzy shoots me a worried look over her shoulder as she exits, the last to leave.

      I watch as Jay crosses the room and slowly pulls down all of the blinds, cutting off the rest of the office to give us complete privacy. Once they’re all closed, I hear the deafening turn of the lock on the door and gulp anxiously. This really can’t be good. He strides back across the room, strutting like a fucking peacock, before climbing up and sitting on the table close to me.

      I push my chair back a bit to give myself some more space. I don’t like how he’s looking down at me, so I tug my shirt up a little, paranoid he can see too much.

      Having a curvy frame sucks sometimes. Clothes that cover and look modest on mannequins almost always end up looking a little provocative on me, thanks to my chest, hips, and ass. The rest of the world never lets you forget that when you’re a curvy girl, either.

      “While I’m shouting at the newbie for questioning my management, you decide that that is the opportune moment to do the very same?” he asks, scooting a little closer. Why do men have to sit with their damn legs apart? I am way too close to his crotch for comfort right now.

      “I didn’t mean to question your management, it’s just that he’s new. Can’t you cut him some slack?” I ask, trying to keep my voice even and stay calm. My grandma always said you catch more flies with honey than vinegar, and Jay reminds me so much of a fly. Small, annoying, and pesky, they always fly around when you don’t want them near.

      “And what about you, Harlow? Should I cut you some slack too?” he asks, his voice dropping lower, and I shudder at the sound of it. Creep.

      “Well, I don’t think I deserve to be sacked for sticking up for Gideon. He’s new. He’ll get the memo to keep his mouth shut and fall in line like the rest of the robots that work here,” I respond, cringing at the robot comment, worried I may get in trouble for that one, but he laughs.

      “I’m not going to fire you, Kayla,” he says, and I let out a relieved breath. “I mean, without you and Lizzy here, what else would I beat myself off to when I get home?” he adds, and I suck that breath right back in. He did not just say that. I choke on the air and he laughs, like it’s all just a joke to him. Maybe it is.

      “You really did not just say that,” I whisper in shock. He’s been crude before, but nothing so direct, so blatant. Other than at the work Christmas party, anyway. Jay continues speaking, as if he didn’t hear me.

      “If you really want me to give you a break, we could continue our fun from the Christmas party?” he suggests, and I instantly feel sick to my stomach. I’d assumed he was too drunk to fully remember exactly what happened, other than me turning him down. I’m suddenly right back there, like it’s happening all over again. I can feel his hands grabbing my ass roughly as he tries to shove his slimy tongue into my mouth.  I shove him off the desk, just like I shoved him off me that night. I’d grabbed Lizzy and left straight after, not in the mood to get drunk and be merry after that invasion of space. I look down, seeing his eyes blazing with anger from where he sits on the floor.

      “Screw you, asshole,” I bite out, turning on my heel as I head for the door. His hand grabs my shoulder as I reach for the lock, trying to pull me back. I use my magic to unlock the door and pull it open as I shove him away with my hands. “Keep your fucking hands off me!” I snap, storming out of the room. I realise just how loudly I’d shouted as I walk through the office, and my cheeks flame. Everyone is staring at me as I walk across the busy floor. I make my way to my desk, feeling like I’m doing a damn walk of shame as I grab my leather tote bag and coat.

      “I’m leaving early,” I mumble to Lizzy, feeling my fingers itch, my magic wanting to slip out. I have to get out of here now, before it’s too late to hide it. The trouble I’d get in with the High Coven is much worse than the trouble I’ll get in for leaving work early. So much worse. Lizzy nods her head and goes to say something, but I’m already walking away, heading for the exit.

      Every single pair of eyes watches me as I push the lift call button and wait for the doors to open. I feel a small sense of relief when they finally do. Stepping inside, I keep my eyes down as I push the button for the ground floor. It isn’t until the doors shut, leaving me alone and unwatched, that I look up, catching my own eyes in the mirrored walls of the lift. A couple of stray tears work their way down my cheeks. They’re not from sadness, but from anger. Fuck, I hate being an angry crier; nobody takes you seriously when you start crying. Swallowing thickly, I straighten my shoulders and quickly wipe away those damned tears rolling down my face. I don’t want any weakness to show once those lift doors open again.

      Screw that asshole. I’m done with his shit. I’m a witch, damn it, and I’ll be damned if I let a puny, annoying, creep of a human treat me this way. He won’t get away with this again. It’s every witch for herself now.

      Chapter Two – Good Friends & Bad Advice

      Trying to answer the phone while stirring both my pasta for dinner and a hair removal potion proves more difficult than anticipated. I drop the spoons onto the kitchen counter, giving up the balancing act, and hit the answer button.

      “What’s up?” I ask, as I put the phone to my ear.

      “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. You left in such a rush, and you looked so upset,” Lizzy’s voice comes through the line, and I cringe.

      “I’m sorry for storming off like that without an explanation. Jay is an asshole,” I reply, looking down and trying to remember which spoon went in which pot. I feel like avoiding this rookie mistake is something they’d teach you in How to Be a Witch 101: Don’t cook dinner while also cooking up revenge hair removal potions. I’m going to have to grab another spoon. I can’t risk all my hair falling out. It’s a bitch to make a potion that makes it grow back, but the remover potion is basic level stuff. Whoever came up with this crap had a wicked sense of humour.

      “It’s fine, Kay. I just wanted to make sure you were doing alright. What did he do?” she asks, probing for more information. I think about how to respond as I pull open my cutlery drawer in search of a replacement spoon for my pasta.

      “It was a total repeat of the Christmas party,” I finally answer, grabbing a spoon and shoving it into the pasta pan before I can forget which spoon is which again. Which spoon is the witch spoon? I giggle at the thought.

      “He didn’t really try it on again? Are you crying?” she asks, sounding concerned.

      “No, laughing actually. I’m mixing up a nice hair removal potion. I’m gonna add it to the bastard’s coffee.” I take turns stirring the pasta and the potion, making sure to leave the spoons resting against their respective pan. No more rookie mistakes today.

      “Hair loss? Do you really think that’s good enough? His hair line is already receding, you’d only be speeding up the process by a year or so,” Lizzy jokes, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “It’s not like there’s anything else I can actually do. If I try and go above his head, it’s me who will get the sack, not him. They’ll find one reason or another to sack me before I can make any headway with a complaint. And I can’t use anything stronger than a hair loss potion or someone might report me for using magic carelessly in the presence of a human,” I mutter bitterly. Stupid laws. Stupid work. Stupid fucking pervert of a manager.

      “Well, maybe you can’t do anything, but maybe your grandma can?” she suggests.

      “My grandmother’s dead, she died a few months ago. You know that. You helped me move into her old house,” I say hesitantly, not knowing where she is going with this. Grandma’s house has been in the family for years. With housing prices being so insane in the area, no one would let this home leave the family. When she’d given it to me in her will, I’d moved straight out of my tiny apartment and into her old space. The extra room is welcome. Living in a cramped city is killer sometimes.

      “I meant her grimoire,” she says in exasperation, like it should have been obvious, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      “Her grimoire?”

      “Yeah, you did inherit the thing along with everything else, right?”

      “I did, but my grandma was…” I trail off, biting my lip.

      “Powerful? Eccentric? Surely a woman like that would have something worth using in that little black book of hers,” Lizzy continues for me.

      “It’s brown.”

      “Not the point and you know it, Kay.” I can hear her sigh. “You can’t let him get away with this. It’s an affront to women everywhere. Feminism has to start at home, Kayla. If he just keeps getting away with it, who knows how bad he could get? Really, this is the right thing to do. Not just for you and me, but for witches and wo—”

      “Goddess, Lizzy, I get the freaking point. I’ll check the damn grimoire. I don’t know if I’ll find anything in there, though. I mean, whenever I’ve flicked through it, things seemed a little… err… on the dark side.” I bite my lip nervously, before quickly continuing in a rush. “Don’t get me wrong, my grandma wasn’t a black witch or anything, but she liked to study all kinds of magic, even those she wouldn’t practice.”

      I glance down, and my eyes bulge wide as I notice the potion spilling over the edges of the pan, having turned into a sickly, dark-green bubbling mess while I was chatting. “Shit! I’ve got to go, Liz. I’ll update you tomorrow!” I shout, grabbing for a towel, or oven gloves, anything to try and stop this mess.

      “Fine, but promise me this—do something. Don’t let yourself chicken out. Drink some vodka if that helps. Just freaking do something, girl. You can’t let yourself get walked all over by that asshole anymore,” Lizzy demands firmly.

      “Fine!” I snap, finally finding a towel and quickly wrapping it over my free hand before grabbing the panhandle.

      “Promise?” she prods.

      “I promise,” I agree, hanging up the phone before anything else can go wrong. As if tempted by sod’s law, the fire alarm starts singing its anthem. Probably loud enough for the whole street to hear. Ughhhh.

      I drop the pan with the potion into the sink, grabbing the salt I keep beside it and throwing the whole lot over the mixture. I turn around and see the smoke coming off my chicken pasta. My burning chicken pasta. I pull that off the hob too, throwing it into the damn sink as well. I use my magic to cut off the alarm, focusing all of my measly energy there to shut it up.

      I eye the bottle of vodka in my kitchen cabinet longingly, the glass cabinet door giving me the tempting view. Lizzy, your wish is my command. I grab the vodka and a glass, and I head upstairs in search of my grandma’s grimoire.

      No good story starts with pasta anyway.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      …You can continue reading Kayla’s story by following this link!
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