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      “Kenzie, I don’t think this is a good idea.” Selene frowned as Ash carried another box out to the foxes’ sketchy van.

      She’d nearly filled their van already and then there were some more in her VW Bug. Kenzie wasn’t sure what she wanted or needed for 6 months, so she’d basically packed everything. It was partly to test the foxes’ patience and partly because she didn’t want her family rummaging around in her things while she was gone.

      “It doesn’t really matter if you think it’s a good idea or not,” Kenzie told Selene, shoving the rest of her clothes in a third suitcase. “This agreement with Hunter is what got you the potion before the curse killed you. I’d pay the price again a million times over if I needed to.”

      Selene sighed and that look of guilt crossed her face again. “I know and I appreciate it. You know I do.”

      Kenzie did know her sister was grateful. She knew that Selene would see it as a life-debt for as long as they lived until it was repaid, but she was also Kenzie’s sister. There was no debt between them – not after everything Selene had done to help her survive in the clan as a powerless witch.

      It had been two weeks since her sister had gone into a coma from the curse her ex had put on her. Kenzie would never forget the way she looked, so pale and lifeless. Moving in with the foxes had gotten Kenzie the potion before her sister had died.

      The very potion that had given Selene her powers back after the curse had stripped them.

      Kenzie owed the foxes everything for that and would have agreed to just about anything for it. Even if they had stolen it from her in the first place.

      “Are you afraid we’ll be bad influences?” Finnick asked with a cocky smile on his face.

      Kenzie glanced over her shoulder at him, trying not to fixate too much on the tight white shirt he wore that showcased every. single. damn muscle – or the tool belt that was slung low around his hips.

      The jerk was finally fixing the door he’d broken on their date night. She tossed all her shoes into the suitcase. “You are bad influences,” Kenzie snorted. “Don’t pretend you aren’t.”

      Finnick chuckled. “You’ve got me there.” He gave Selene a wink before lifting the door up to the hinges to check the position. “Don’t worry little witch, we’ll take very good care of her.”

      Kenzie’s cheeks heated at the promise in those words. “See?” she said, plopping down on top of the suitcase to close it. “It’ll be fine. We’ll finish this contract and things will go back to normal.”

      She knew this was for the best.

      Even if she hadn’t made a deal with Hunter to save Selene, her sister’s ex – fucking Brad – putting hits out on everyone that happened to be on his victim list…she didn’t want that shit anywhere near her sister. So this move was prudent for many reasons.

      “Is there another box or suitcase?” Hunter asked.

      And just like the devil, he appeared whenever she thought about him. It was creepy.

      Kenzie struggled to zip up the suitcase and Hunter brushed past Finnick to help her. When he crouched down to zip the stubborn bastard it was hard not to stare at his lips and remember the way he’d kissed her after the ravens had attacked that first time.

      She’d never seen him so outwardly emotional before or since – it wasn’t something she could forget either.

      He was a bit more open with her after he’d taken her to the hospital so she could give Selene the potion, but…things were still generally weird. Hunter was a weird dude. Kenzie kind of liked that about him.

      “Anything else?” Hunter asked, looking up at her. Those golden brown eyes searched her own and Kenzie felt her heart flutter. It was so stupid and girly she immediately scowled. “One more bag. Six months is a long time. I’ve got a lot of stuff I can’t live without. Did you pack my computers up just like I told you to?”

      Hunter didn’t say anything. He just looked at her and narrowed his eyes ever so slightly.

      Of course he’d packed it right.

      Kenzie rolled her eyes and stood so he could take the suitcase. “I’m nearly done. What about you, Finnick?”

      “Just one last screw. I thought you didn’t want me to rush?” Then he snickered.

      Kenzie sighed and gave her sister a look. “Six months of this. But thankfully I’ll have you to visit me.”

      Selene balked at that reminder.

      Her sister’s open-mindedness regarding shifters made it so that Selene wasn’t painfully awkward around the foxes…well, less than she was before. Something about them put most people on edge; it wasn’t really her sister’s fault.

      But her sister was not a fan of Kenzie leaving the house. Dating three fox shifters? No big deal, but those witch roots went deep. Clans were matriarchal. If anything, the foxes should be moving in with her.

      Kenzie didn’t think that would go over well with anyone other than Selene and Edith. Her mother would probably have a heart attack.

      Now that Selene had her powers back, the two of them could get back to work on their projects. Kenzie missed that time together, perfecting the tech so her sister could perfect the magic.

      Then there was the job they’d promised to do for Samuel – Alpha of the West Coast Pride – so he didn’t punish the foxes, or the Six Rivers Pride, for stealing the potion that had saved Selene’s life.

      Selene watched Ash come down and help Finnick hold the door just right. The two foxes muttered to each other low enough Kenzie couldn’t hear them without her charms. Hopefully Edith would be done with the majority of the replacements before she had to leave.

      “I don’t know if it’s a good idea for us to do our projects over there,” Selene said softly. “It’s not warded.”

      Kenzie sighed and looked around the room with her hands on her hips, making sure she hadn’t missed anything. Her sister could be so annoying sometimes. “Then fucking ward it, Selene. You have your powers back. We both know what happens if I don’t do this.”

      Grandma Edith had put out a contract to take down Brad for the curse he’d put on Selene, consequences be damned. With both their families in the Bay Coven, they technically weren’t allowed to have feuds…at least not openly.

      If anyone found out – well, Kenzie didn’t want to think about that.

      But her foxes had taken the job, and to get the potion Selene had needed Kenzie had to help them complete the contract. What none of them had expected was that fuckboy Brad to put out kill orders on the list of victims Kenzie had scrounged up on the darknets.

      Just two weeks ago ravens had murdered one she’d been interviewing. They’d lost four more since then. But they’d also saved ten. It was just damn near impossible to get to them all since they had no idea who he would target next.

      “Kenzie!”

      Instantly she stiffened, underwear in one hand, when Hunter yelled her name – yelled. What the fuck was it now?

      She was up and pushing past Finnick before anyone else could react. It wasn’t that Hunter sounded afraid – through their thin, tenuous bond she could feel his murderous rage. Whatever was going on, he wanted her to step in before he killed someone.

      Ash and Finnick were hot on her tail and she ran up the curved driveway from her basement-level entrance to where the fancy front drive was. The van was there along with her restored, hot pink VW Bug, her sister’s Porsche, and…Peter’s fucking truck.

      Dammit.

      “Hey,” she said, glancing between the little twit and Hunter. “Peter, what are you doing here?”

      Kenzie knew that favor she’d called in to get into Samuel’s office would come back around to bite her in the ass. She should have asked someone else for that spell.

      Ever since they were kids Peter had been obsessed with her. They’d grown up in the coven together, always around each other of course thanks to coven events and meetings. Kenzie had been a curiosity for years before Selene had been born.

      Peter had been nice enough, but his interest was borderline terrifying. It was too intense, too…‘I hide people in basements and wear their skin’ for her.

      “I heard you were leaving,” the witch said, eyeing Hunter like he could take him.

      Kenzie doubted Peter had ever worked out a day in his life. He kept up a good physique with magic and charms that amped up his muscles and metabolism, but it was all for looks. He couldn’t lift a hundred pounds, let alone take Hunter in a fight.

      And the thing about foxes? Where there was one, there was always more.

      Finnick and Ash flanked Hunter and somehow managed to keep her within arm’s distance. Their teamwork had always impressed her.

      “Technically, I’m not leaving,” Kenzie clarified. “I’m moving over to the Golden Gate Park area. It’s not far actually.”

      Something about the situation seemed tense though she couldn’t figure out why. Hunter was still furious which set her teeth on edge. He didn’t move a muscle either. He just watched Peter with a predatory stillness that sent a chill down her spine.

      “We’re witches,” Peter said, taking a step closer to her. “We don’t leave our family. It’s not a good idea, Kenz. I came here to convince you to stay with us. You have the coven to lean on.”

      She gritted her teeth at the nickname only her sister was allowed to use, and he knew it. “I’m not really a witch, Peter. You know that better than most. Staying with my family or the coven isn’t going to protect me the same way it would you.” She glanced back at her sister who was listening from the door. “No offense.”

      As Matriarch of the Kavanagh clan, Selene had to stay out of this mess. The one good thing about being an outcast was nothing she did reflected on her sister.

      Peter’s cheeks flushed as he finally turned his attention to Hunter, Ash, and then Finnick. “I’d heard you’d been mated but couldn’t quite believe it.”

      The disgust dripping from his voice made the muscles in her shoulders tighten. “I didn’t realize you were such an elitist,” she snapped, crossing her arms over her chest. “You really should leave.”

      Preferably before one of her foxes lost it and then they’d have to deal with the coven.

      Hunter shot her a look as if to say he couldn’t believe she was letting this fucker go unscathed. Ash and Finnick outright glared at the other witch.

      “I came here to try and talk you out of this,” Peter said, reaching out for her despite every inch of her body screaming ‘don’t fucking touch me.’

      Kenzie tensed but Ash’s fingers wrapped around Peter’s wrist. It was a simple, delicate motion that made the pain on Peter’s face seem out of place. “She told you to leave,” Ash told him softly, quietly.

      So much pain promised in those gentle words.

      “You can’t talk me out of this,” Kenzie told Peter, taking a step back. “I want to go.”

      Why was he being so pushy about this? It wasn’t like she’d ever given him the green light to go out with her.

      Yeah, he’d been persistent over the years despite his family doing everything they could to keep him away from her. It was why she’d always said no. Something about his pursuit of her had felt wrong. She was a conquest – a slap to his clan’s face. Nothing more. Not really. Because who could date the witch who was labeled an abomination?

      “Look, I’m trying to do you a favor,” Peter griped, yanking his hand out of Ash’s grip. The fox let him, but stayed close enough to break the offending arm if necessary.

      All three of the foxes moved, putting themselves between her and Peter…whatever they could sense…she knew they were all on the edge of some precipice she couldn’t see. Kenzie really, really hoped the other witch would just walk away.

      “If you don’t leave with me now I can’t protect you,” Peter warned her.

      “Why would I need protecting?” Kenzie shot a glance at her mates. Hunter and Finnick were scanning the trees while Ash stared at Peter.

      Her instincts prickled and her skin flushed in warning. Shit. She hadn’t had time to repair her watch or replenish her charms since the fight with the ravens. All she had were a few nasty little pieces left…

      “Because war has been declared,” Peter said, glancing behind her.

      Kenzie realized he was looking for her sister – for her family.

      Fear struck her hard and fast. She whirled around and ran for the house, screaming for Selene. Where was her fucking sister?

      Ash’s snarl wasn’t enough to distract her, or Finnick’s curse as he realized she’d taken off.

      In the span of one breath, one step, one heartbeat…her house exploded and a percussive wave hit her in the chest. It smelled of ozone—magic.

      The blast threw Kenzie back and she slammed into someone. Hunter if her nose was right.

      “Stop, Kenzie, you need to wait,” he said.

      But she was already back on her feet, running towards the house where flames now rose towards the summer sky. They weren’t normal flames either. They burned so hot she saw pieces of the house melt in the red-orange flame that traveled too fast to be anything other than a curse.

      Where the fuck were her sister and Edith?

      Kenzie ran down to the door Finnick had just fixed, completely blown off its hinges by the explosion. “Selene?” She held up a hand to shield her face from the heat and peered through the smoke.

      Then there was coughing and Kenzie followed the sound, burying her panic as she ducked down, covering her face with her shirt.

      “Kenzie?”

      Oh thank the Fates.

      She dropped down to the floor, ignoring the glass and debris and crawled to her sister, yanking pieces of broken furniture off Selene. Other than a few scratches her sister looked perfect.

      “Is there anyone else home today?” Kenzie asked, helping Selene stand as she took most of her sister’s weight.

      Selene coughed again and pressed her hand to her side. Thank all the Fates for the wards carved into the house. If they hadn’t been there Kenzie had no doubt the whole place and anyone in it would be nothing more than ash.

      “Edith was working on charms, but everyone else is at the Coven for a project,” Selene told her, glancing up at the ceiling as it started to catch fire. “Did you get her?”

      Not Gram-Gram.

      Kenzie just shook her head, telling herself the prickle of tears in her eyes was from the smoke.

      “Goddammit Kenzie, where the fuck are you?” Finnick was tossing shit aside, peering through the smoke and when he spotted her, he snarled grabbing Selene from her. “Don’t fucking do stupid shit like this,” he snapped.

      “I’m always going to do what I need to,” Kenzie told him as they stepped outside.

      Finnick glared at her as he cradled Selene in his arms despite her sister’s weak protests. He carried Selene up the hill like she weighed nothing. “I’m not saying don’t run into burning buildings, crazy girl. I’m saying don’t fucking do it alone.”

      Oh.

      She shot him an apologetic look. “I’m going to run into a burning building to get Gram-Gram now.”

      Finnick’s face paled at that and he glanced over at Ash.

      “I’ll go with you,” Ash told her. “Let’s go.”

      “Keep her alive,” was all Hunter said. “I have to keep an eye on Peter.”

      Kenzie gave the witch a disgusted look. Hopefully Hunter killed him. Slowly.

      The huge house groaned and sirens sounded in the distance. But they didn’t have the time to wait for the professionals.

      Ash easily kept pace with her as she ran into a burning building, once again doing something really stupid. Kenzie may not be sure what she wanted to do about her foxes and their unexpected mate bond, but she trusted them in situations like this.

      Hunter would torture Peter for answers and take care of the problem he presented however he thought was best. Finnick would take care of her sister. And Ash would get her grandmother out of the destroyed house.

      Kenzie couldn’t lose Gram-Gram. She just couldn’t. The old witch was one of only two people in the whole world who’d always been there for her from day one.

      The wards spelled into the house had managed to keep the frame intact, but strained against the curse. Centuries of Kavanaghs reinforcing those spells did its job.

      If Edith had been making charms…

      Kenzie headed for the stairs, taking them three at a time. She prayed her grandmother had been wearing her charms. She crossed her fingers too. Edith wasn’t surprised easily and she was a full-blooded witch.

      Before Selene, she’d been the most powerful witch in the Kavanagh clan.

      She better have fucking warded herself. Kenzie would never forgive Edith if she died.

      Ash grabbed her and yanked her back just before burning debris fell, right where she’d been standing. She tried to keep going but he kept his arm around her, quiet but always so intense.

      “Focus Kenzie,” he whispered. “We’ll get her out. Now pay attention.”

      Then he released her and she was nearly there, keeping his words in mind. Getting herself killed because she was too busy freaking out wouldn’t help anyone. Kenzie grabbed the door handle and then yelped when it burned her.

      Shit, it was bad too.

      Then Ash was growling and he burst through the door.

      It took only a moment to see her and the sparkling purple shield around her, but the air in there was running out. Edith had her hand over her mouth and caught sight of them. “Hurry! When the flames reach the charms…” her grandmother warned.

      Ash moved so fast Kenzie blinked and it was like he’d teleported from one place to another. He snarled when Edith’s shield shocked him. “Lower the shield, Gram-Gram. I need to carry you out of here.”

      Kenzie ran to a window and chucked one of the uglier knickknacks through it. Hooray for muscled boyfriends. Getting Edith out of there on her own would have been a nightmare.

      Carefully she made sure the glass was removed. The fire had her skin slick with sweat, but at least the smoke had an outlet now. She climbed out onto the roof like she had a million times before as a kid, just to get a few moments of freedom from her family. Then she turned to help Edith through.

      Ash cradled Edith and swung her through the window like a gentleman, making sure her feet touched the hot roof before releasing her.

      Then the roof started to give and Kenzie slipped.

      Her scream seemed to slice through the hot air. Kenzie grasped for purchase, scrabbling on the tiles and ignoring the burns as she fell. The sensation in her stomach was the worst part, but also knowing how pissed her foxes would be if she didn’t fucking get…there.

      Dangling from one of the eaves she looked down and cursed her family for adding on so many stupid floors.

      Kenzie was strong enough to pull herself up, but that part of the roof felt like it was going to fall at any moment if she moved even the littlest bit.

      “Just let go,” Finnick called up. He was right underneath her. “I’ve got you.”

      Her hands were burning and she couldn’t hold on much longer, but the idea of just letting go – Kenzie wasn’t sure she could do it.

      “It’s okay, we’ll be right behind you,” Ash said, Edith over his shoulder. “I’ll get her down safely. Go, he’ll catch you.”

      “I can’t!” she finally said, feeling dumb as rocks for being nervous about a few floors when she’d jumped out a damn skyscraper. But Kenzie didn’t have any charms or magic, she didn’t have her watch, her catsuit, or the added wings. She was just a helpless human who happened to be born in a witch family.

      “Do you trust me?” Finnick asked. No matter how calm his voice was she could hear the note of panic.

      Did she trust him enough to catch her from a three story fall?

      “Kenzie get your ass down here right now!” Selene screeched, real terror in her sister’s voice.

      “Babe?” Finnick asked, still somehow managing to keep his voice calm.

      “I trust you,” Kenzie whispered, knowing only a shifter could hear her over all that noise.

      And then she let go.
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      Ash cradled Kenzie’s hands in his own, eyes closed as he took away some of her pain. The burns were bad, but nothing a little magic couldn’t fix. The witch who was also the Kavanagh family doctor had already been called.

      Edith and Selene both had injuries as well, but they weren’t as awful as Kenzie’s and they were healing more quickly. Without magic in her blood, Kenzie healed like a normal human.

      Getting Kenzie to sit down so he could fix her hands had been a challenge in itself. She’d wanted to take care of Edith and Selene, but they were both fine other than a bit of shock and a few cuts from debris. It took Gram-Gram ordering her to stop fussing and let him help her for Kenzie to finally relax.

      When he opened his eyes he pulled the first aid kit closer. They always kept one fully stocked with something for every situation in the van. Ash hated how much they’d had to use it in the last two weeks.

      The enchanted burn cream would only do so much, but it would help until the doctor got there. It wasn’t easy to keep his hands relaxed as he worked. Kenzie’s pain was a heady thing and Ash hadn’t taken anyone’s but hers in years.

      Kenzie winced when the cream touched her palm and Ash hesitated for a moment before he continued. He could only take so much pain from her without losing control. But he wished he could do more. Somehow he felt like a failure.

      She never should have gotten hurt.

      “Thank you, Ash.”

      “For what?” he asked, carefully wrapping her hands. Kenzie had already been checked out by the paramedics and his possessiveness came out when he’d least expected it. Ash had flashed his paramedic certification and taken over. He didn’t like other males touching his injured mate.

      “For my grandmother. I don’t know what I would do without her.”

      So much pain in her words, but it was spiked with love and affection for the woman who had tried to keep her from most of that hurt. Ash had seen their affection, but he hadn’t realized how large a part the witch had played in Kenzie’s life.

      His mate…every time he thought he had her figured out, he learned something new.

      Ash looked up and watched Edith talking with the coven leader, Matriarch Takahashi. The witch enforcers had taken Peter away for questioning and another set of witches were dealing with the Kavanagh family, helping them with the human authorities.

      What they did to make them look the other way, he didn’t want to know. Witch business was sketchy on the best of days. The fact that they were the neutral force in the paranormal community said a lot about paranormals in general, in his opinion.

      “There’s no reason to thank me,” Ash told her quietly. “I’d do anything for you without question.”

      And that scared him almost as much as watching her fall had—knowing there was nothing he could do to help her. Ash had nearly chucked her grandmother at Finnick so he could grab his mate, but Kenzie was so much stronger than everyone gave her credit for, including him.

      How she’d caught the edge of the roof – how she’d endured the pain in her already injured hand as the tiles burned her even further – he would never know. All Ash knew was he couldn’t take all of her pain, there was too much of it.

      But Hunter and Finnick would be by soon to help carry some of the load as they always did.

      Even though he trusted his brothers in arms, there had been a moment of doubt when Kenzie had let go. Ash had wondered for a split second if Finnick would drop her…for a minute he’d been weak and stupid.

      This girl was making him stupid.

      Ash clenched his teeth in irritation and tied off her bandages. There had to be a way to love someone and still…be himself. There had to be a way for him to prioritize her without giving up the trust and closeness he had with Hunter and Finnick – without giving up what gave him that edge.

      Then there was the way she’d clung to Finnick after he’d caught her. The kiss she’d given the other fox that’d simultaneously turned Ash on, and pissed him off. He wanted that kiss. But at the same time he didn’t want to take it from Finnick.

      He just wanted his own.

      But Ash had doubts. Would she connect to him the way she had with Finnick?

      It was pretty obvious to anyone with a set of eyes that Kenzie and Finnick were cut from the same cloth. Both were loyal to a fault but reckless, wild, sarcastic with this fucked up sense of humor – and they both had shitty families.

      Ash didn’t have family so it was hard to relate. He wondered if he had anything in common with her other than the mate bond. Would he have even pursued her if she wasn’t his mate?

      “It’ll be okay,” Kenzie murmured, taking his hands in her damaged ones.

      Something about the sight had emotion swelling from where he’d buried it deep down long ago. Ash didn’t like it. At all.

      “You keep getting injured. I’ll talk with Hunter about releasing you from the deal,” he said. Then she could do whatever she wanted and get the hell out of his life so he could stop feeling everything he’d ignored for the past twenty-something years.

      At the tone in his words she pulled her hands from his and he knew he’d somehow made a mistake by the look on her face. “I made a deal. I’m not going to back out. That’s not who I am.”

      Of course it wasn’t.

      Ash snarled. “I don’t like you getting hurt.”

      Her eyes narrowed at the tone in his voice. The second he said the words he’d known it was a mistake. Kenzie wouldn’t be one to let others boss her around, even with the best of intentions. It didn’t matter that Ash wanted to take care of her, or protect her. She was going to do what she thought was best regardless.

      And through their slight bond he could feel her rage at him – at his possession of her. Ash would never be able to possess her, and he should have known better. Kenzie wasn’t some damsel in distress. She was a fighter – an equal.

      “I’m not a toy to be placed on a shelf and taken out only for playtime,” she hissed. “I make my own decisions. If you don’t like watching me get hurt, then maybe do a better job sniffing shit out. Isn’t that what shifters are so good at?”

      He recoiled as if she’d physically slapped him – that would have hurt less than her words. But she wasn’t wrong. All three of them had been too distracted by Peter to notice anything else amiss. The possessive anger he’d felt had been echoed by Finnick and Hunter, amplifying each other and making it all worse.

      They’d been too focused on the wrong threat. It was such a novice mistake and he was furious with himself.

      Do a better job.

      Those words echoed strangely in his memories, and even though he couldn’t remember where he came from or who his family was, or even if he had a family at all – Ash knew someone had thrown those very same words in his face before.

      He stood so fast she looked surprised and then apologetic. “Look, I’m sorry. I just can’t sense the stuff you guys do. Especially without all my charms,” Kenzie said. She shrugged a shoulder and he knew this wasn’t her fault, but a byproduct of this stupid mate bond none of them understood. “I didn’t mean to imply you’d failed…” she trailed off.

      But he had. They both knew it.

      It was all too much – her guilt and whatever shitstorm her words had stirred up.

      Ash strode over to Hunter. “Kenzie needs some help.” He went into the van without explaining himself further and hopped into the driver’s seat to wait for them.

      Finnick and Kenzie were two sides of the same coin whereas Ash and she were oil and water.

      When oil caught fire, water only made it burn hotter rather than putting it out.

      How the fuck was he going to survive that?
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      Kenzie sat on the bed that was now hers and stared at all the boxes. Every year she went through her shit and got rid of anything she hadn’t used. And yet, somehow she still had too much stuff.

      The boys hadn’t let her touch anything even after the doctor had healed her hands, griping about how much the witch had had to patch Kenzie up over the last few weeks.

      Ash had been distant and aloof after she’d snapped at him. Kenzie hadn’t meant to lash out like that but she’d been hurting and still jittery after nearly losing the two people she cared about most in the world.

      She didn’t like when people tried to tell her what to do. After everything she’d been through over the years?

      Kenzie never let anyone boss her around anymore.

      Compromising with the foxes was still a work in progress. She didn’t even really compromise with Selene…their relationship was a give and take. There were rules in the witch community that had to be followed and they both did what they excelled at, deferring to the other when necessary. It wasn’t quite the same thing as giving something up.

      Moving in with the foxes felt like losing some of her autonomy somehow.

      Kenzie had known exactly what she was getting into when she’d made the deal, but now that she was here with all her stuff still in boxes in a large unfamiliar room…how was she going to make space in her life for them?

      It wasn’t like they were just dating so she could see them when she felt like it and ignore them the rest of the time. No, she had the next six months with them in the same house. They’d be sharing food, the living spaces, and…toilet paper.

      Wrinkling her nose she stood and crossed to the connecting bathroom. At least the house was big and roomy. She wouldn’t have to share a bathroom with boys. Kenzie had always heard how awful that was from people, but the Kavanaghs didn’t have many male witches born into the family.

      Her mother was always so proud of that elitist fact. ‘Witch blood so pure it only produced females at the height of their power.’

      Until her.

      That’s what her mom got for talking so much shit over the years. The universe was probably sick of her gloating and so gave her a big fat fuck you in the form of Kenzie.

      The idea made her snicker as she checked to see what kind of toilet paper foxes bought.

      Oh, it was the nice soft kind. Had someone anticipated this problem, or did they splurge like this all the time?

      Why had she even said that shit to Ash? Kenzie didn’t rely on anyone. She didn’t need him to do a better job; she just needed him to pick up the slack. As foxes they should have sensed something, right? Why hadn’t anyone figured it out, even with Peter acting all squirrely?

      Kenzie slammed the cupboard closed and eyed the massive Jacuzzi bathtub. She was not starting to rely on them. She wasn’t. All these years she’d done just fine on her own. This was her fault and no one else’s.

      Who was she kidding?

      The three of them were making her weak. They were always around, making themselves available, and offering to do things for her. Kenzie felt pampered and special like she never had before in her life, but she was wondering now if she’d gotten a little spoiled.

      They owed her nothing.

      Kenzie started with her clothes first.

      She wasn’t sure if the shelves had been added to the room before or after they’d assigned it to her, but either way she liked the way they were floor to ceiling and had that ‘built-in’ look. They would be perfect for all her graphic novels, books, and manga.

      There was a knock at the door and she looked up to see Finnick standing in the doorway.

      Instantly her hands started to shake again. Fuck, that three story drop had been one of the most terrifying moments in her entire life. Right up there with getting runes carved into her skin. Kenzie shoved the fear back down where it belonged.

      Finnick was suddenly there, hands in her hair, forehead pressed to hers…but she pushed him away. “I’m fine,” she managed.

      His snort was insulting. “Sure you are. What’s going on?”

      Kenzie didn’t meet his gaze as she took out more of her clothes. Finnick grabbed a pair of underwear and flopped onto her bed, twirling the red lace around his finger. “I have literally all day,” he told her.

      “I don’t need you guys doing things for me,” she finally snapped. “I can manage well enough on my own.”

      The red panties hit her in the face and she whipped around to scowl at Finnick.

      “Look babe, you need to calm the fuck down. You got Ash all angsty and you’re kind of being a bitch right now.”

      Kenzie felt her mouth drop open in shock. “I am not.”

      Finnick propped his head up on his hand. It reminded her of when they’d first met. “You are a bit. What’s crawled up your ass other than me lately?”

      She didn’t laugh, but her lips twitched despite how annoyed she was. “I just…don’t like relying on people.”

      Finnick crooked his finger.

      Kenzie crawled up on the bed with him and let Finnick wrap his arms around her waist, yanking her closer until her back was pressed up against his front. It was comforting and exactly what she needed even if she would never admit it out loud.

      “We’re not just regular people,” Finnick murmured against the back of her neck. “We’re really sexy people.”

      She couldn’t hold in her laugh this time. “Anyone can have a pretty face.”

      “Yeah, but isn’t it extremely convenient your mates do too?”

      Running her fingertip over the knuckles of his hand she tried not to sigh. That was the thing though. Kenzie still didn’t really want them as mates. Hot dudes she got to go out with? Sure. That was amazing.

      Finnick was exactly what she’d needed all her life. Ash was always there, ready when she was. And Hunter…well, she was still figuring him out. But accepting that bond was pretty fucking permanent and Kenzie wasn’t ready to commit to that at the moment.

      Not that she had much planned in her life other than irritating her family into an early grave.

      His hand slid lower, over her belly and down to the waistband of her pants. “You should talk to Ash; get him to open up a bit. He doesn’t want anything to do with the rest of us right now,” Finnick said, his lips brushing against her skin and making her shiver. Then his thumb dipped under the fabric and skimmed across, from one hip to the other.

      Kenzie couldn’t help the way she pressed her ass into him or the small sigh that escaped her lips. She was already wet and wanting. The near-death experience made her feel desperate. She leaned back and spread her legs to give him better access.

      “I wouldn’t know what to say,” she managed, her breath hitching as Finnick went lower. His other hand palmed her breast and suddenly she ached hard. Kenzie needed him inside her right now.

      But his arms held her in place and he continued to tease her slowly, getting closer and closer. “Just ask him how he’s doing,” he said with a chuckle. “Ash doesn’t need a lot. See if maybe he has anything in mind for a date. Getting him out of this funk before then is essential. He needs to be with us or mistakes will be made.”

      Then his fingers brushed over her clit and Kenzie gasped, pushing against his hand for more. “If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you were using me,” she teased. “But I’ll talk to him. Now, are you going to do something, or are you just going to be a flirt?”

      “Depends.” Finnick cupped her pussy, sliding his fingers through her folds. “Are you going to be nice to Ash?”

      Fuck, why was talking about Ash with Finnick’s fingers sliding into her so hot?

      “I’ll be super-duper nice,” she gasped as he slid a second finger inside her.

      Kenzie craved Finnick. She craved his cock sure, but she also wanted to spend time with him. All the time. Every move he made she was aware of, whether it was running his fingers through his hair, or the way he looked at her from across a room.

      That bond between them was tightening and it terrified her.

      But at the same time…Kenzie really liked spending time with Finnick.

      His hand went from her breast to her neck and she arched into his light grip, riding his hand. She was already cresting, so desperate for him to touch her. She’d never been so horny in her whole fucking life until after she’d had sex with him that first time.

      Something about hormones and the bond…or so the witch archives said.

      Then he pressed down just hard enough and the orgasm washed through her, easing the remaining stress and nerves from everything that had happened that morning.

      “Am I interrupting?”

      Kenzie gasped at the sound of Ash’s voice. She went to roll onto her stomach but Finnick held her in place so the other fox could see everything. “We were just talking about you,” he told Ash.

      That made her squirm even further, suddenly more desperate than before. But Finnick slid his hand out of her pants and held it up. “Did you want to taste?”

      Every part of her went still as she watched Ash, waiting to see what he would do. Her embarrassment went to hot curiosity and Kenzie wasn’t sure if she wanted to see him do it or not.

      Her lips parted when Ash stepped forward, weaving his way through the boxes without once breaking eye contact with her. The way he gripped Finnick’s wrist hard enough to break a normal human’s made her press her knees together.

      When Ash licked her wetness from Finnick’s fingers, Kenzie clenched her thighs harder, unable to look away as he cleaned every bit of her off the other fox. Her breathing was rapid and Finnick’s cock against her ass was so hard it was almost painful.

      “Do you need any help unpacking?” Ash asked, releasing Finnick.

      Kenzie cleared her throat and sat up when Finnick chuckled and finally let her go. She adjusted her shirt and had to look away. Ash’s own hard-on was right at eye level. “Uh, sure, you can do the books.”

      Finnick adjusted himself and then stood. “Looks like I’m not needed here. I’ll be downstairs making dinner.” He kissed her on the cheek before leaving.

      He’d wanted her to talk to Ash and now he was giving her the opportunity to do it without an audience. How did he always know what she needed? It annoyed Kenzie even if she was starting to love it.

      Ash sat down on one of the boxes in front of the shelves, and then pulled another closer. He ripped open the cardboard and started going through her graphic novels. She cocked her head and watched him work.

      Ash had the broadest shoulders even though he was shorter than Finnick. His jet black hair had always been inviting, but Kenzie knew those blue eyes of his that seemed so open actually hid so much more than he let on.

      Finnick was the very outgoing one. It was a lot easier to get him to talk. But Ash? Kenzie had no idea how to relate to him, or talk to him. Every interaction they’d had up to this point had been because he’d initiated it.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, wincing. The words seemed woefully inadequate and Kenzie wanted to slap herself, but at least it was a start.

      “For what?” Ash asked, organizing her entire Bleach manga collection in the correct order.

      She bit back a sigh. Of course he was going to make this fucking difficult. “That what I said bothered you so much. I don’t know why it did, but I’m not a fan of whatever this awkwardness between us is. Would you like to spank me for putting you in a mood?”

      The question tumbled out of her mouth – a last ditch effort to break him out of his shell. Where was the Ash who told her he liked to do viral challenges and post them on the dang internet?

      He stopped and glanced over his shoulder, dark blue eyes sparkling despite the blank look on his face. Ash was gorgeous with his muscles and her books in his hands. “Would that make you feel better?”

      Shrugging one shoulder, she didn’t dare blink as she sensed a challenge rising. “Would it make you feel better?”

      Ash put the books on the shelf next to the others. “And what if it did?”

      “Then I’d let you.”

      He stood so quickly she jumped in surprise. Then Ash had her over his knee and she gripped his legs hard enough her nails dug into his skin. “Are you sure?” he asked, taking a moment to give her one last chance to change her mind.

      “Yes,” she said breathlessly.

      When his hand hit her ass the sound was what registered first. Then the sting. Fuck, he didn’t play around. “Feel better?” she asked, trying to ignore how turned on she was by his quiet domination.

      Kenzie wasn’t into pain in her sex, but something about being over Ash’s lap – his gentle intensity, and the way he just stared at her…He gave her a small smile. Watching it spread was like watching the sun rise, slow and warm. “Yes, I do feel better. Thank you for that.” He rubbed where it stung and then gave her ass a little pat.

      Kenzie readjusted, moving so she could sit like a normal person on the bed instead of lounging across his lap like the sex freak these foxes made her feel like. “Why did what I said bother you so much?”

      Some instinct deep down told her there was more to this than the words she’d used.

      “I don’t remember,” he admitted, shrugging a shoulder. “I don’t really remember anything before I was a teenager.”

      Why were these foxes so damaged?

      Kenzie tried not to think too much about why. She had a sneaking suspicion the universe wanted her to see her life really wasn’t all that bad. Well, the universe could go fuck itself.

      “What do you remember?” she asked, following him back to her books.

      They unpacked in comforting silence for a minute and then he shrugged again. “Foster homes mostly. I was in the human system, in their schools. To stay alive I had to hide everything I was, and when I couldn’t anymore it got me moved a lot. Until they finally put me in a group home for troubled youths.”

      Kenzie grabbed another box and opened it, but she couldn’t focus on the contents inside. “Why were you in the foster care system in the first place? How do foxes normally operate?”

      He glanced at her and those dark blue eyes looked so…empty. “I blocked out a lot. I don’t remember anything but the foster care system. So I only know what it’s like to be with Finnick and Hunter. But from what they’ve both told me, it’s not always great to be with our own kind either.”

      “Yeah, I feel that.” Kenzie unpacked the rest of the books in that box and then moved on to the rest of her clothes. “So, do you still want to go out with me?”

      Despite how attracted he was to her and she to him, they didn’t always quite fit together and at the moment Kenzie was feeling insecure. Ash had told her what he could, but there was so much missing from his past she didn’t know how else to help him.

      He didn’t look up from the books but there was a tiny smile at the corner of his mouth that gave her a flicker of hope. “If you’re still interested.”

      The way Ash had bent her over his lap flashed through her mind and she cleared her throat, knowing he could smell her arousal. Changing out her charms so they could scent and hear her but no one else could had been the worst and best idea she’d ever had.

      “Yeah, I’m still interested.”

      “Well, then we can go to this place I have in mind on Thursday.” That tiny smile widened and she felt her heart flutter, knowing he was still interested in her despite all her crazy.

      “What place?” she asked, hanging up her clothes in the closet.

      “It’s a surprise. But wear something sexy like you did for Samuel. Make sure the heels are comfortable.”

      Kenzie snorted. For some reason, Ash being the one to like her in something hot didn’t surprise her.

      “Sure, I’ll wear something sexy.”

      And despite how relieved she was things between them were a little better, Kenzie knew this wasn’t going to be easy. Ash was complicated, despite the way they always felt drawn to each other.

      It was like opposing magnets. They were pushed toward each other but at the last minute they turned away. She hoped some alone time with him would help. Kenzie chewed her lip. Maybe she could talk to Selene or Edith about a memory charm.

      That way if he wanted those memories back, he could have them.
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      Most of her stuff was unpacked and Kenzie sat at the bar separating the kitchen from the dining room and watched Finnick finish up the final touches of their dinner. It wasn’t anything fancy, but the sub sandwiches looked professionally done and there were so many ingredients her mouth watered.

      She checked her phone and texted Selene back. At least everyone was okay. Her sister and Edith had booked a fancy hotel while they worked out all the little things needed to fix the house back up.

      It would be a total insurance nightmare and once again Kenzie was glad she hadn’t been the one born with tons of power. Dealing with that kind of stuff wasn’t for her.

      Her sister was back to normal and completely unscathed. Witches healed way faster than humans did, and a little help from a doctor with healing magic didn’t hurt either. Kenzie was glad that they were okay. It could have gone much worse given the circumstances.

      Looking up she watched Ash grab some chips and pickles as sides, setting a bit on each plate. The way Finnick and Ash moved around each other in the kitchen, Kenzie guessed they cooked together often. It was kind of adorable.

      “Does Hunter cook at all?” she asked.

      “Only on special occasions.” The soft words tickled her ear and Kenzie jumped. Hunter’s small smile as he rounded the counter into the kitchen gave her weird flutters in her belly.

      How did he always manage to sneak up on her?

      “You’re doing all right?” Hunter asked, glancing at her hands before reaching in the fridge for three beers.

      Kenzie waved her pristine hands in the air like a model would at a car show. “Doc patched me up just fine. There are some benefits to being born in the Kavanagh clan.”

      Finnick snorted and handed her a plate. Hunter set a pink beverage in a glass bottle next to it.

      “What’s this?” she asked, inspecting the label.

      “A wine cooler,” Hunter said in total seriousness. “You don’t like beer, so we got you something else.”

      Kenzie eyed all three of them and she honestly couldn’t say who had come up with the idea and who had chosen what kind to get her. They’d even gotten her signature color. She smiled slowly. For some reason she pictured them discussing it over the last week and then finding time to go shopping together…

      Ugh, they were adorable.

      How annoying.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’m sure I’ll love it.”

      “There’s also a cherry flavor by this brand,” Hunter said. He wasn’t eager exactly, just…intense. “But we got watermelon. Do you like watermelon-flavored things?”

      She popped the top and took a swig. “It’s exactly the right amount of teeth-aching sweetness. Seriously, thank you, you guys. I’m flattered.”

      Then Hunter shrugged like it was no big deal while Finnick and Ash shared a knowing smile. “This is your home for the next six months,” Hunter said. “We wanted to make you feel comfortable.” He grabbed his own plate and beer and walked past the dining room table toward the patio.

      “Yeah, Kenzie – do you approve of the toilet paper?” Finnick asked.

      “That was you?” she asked, eyebrows shooting up. Though, she didn’t know why she was surprised.

      “Nah, Ash lived with tons of chicks in the group home. Remember? I’m a feral bastard.”

      Kenzie couldn’t help the grin on her face as she followed her foxes out onto the patio for a moonlit dinner. For the first time in years she actually felt like a part of something. When was the last time she’d actually eaten with her family?

      As a child she’d been forced to attend dinners, but she was always ignored. Kenzie had been nothing more than an annoyance. They never really wanted her there, and they never cared about what she might want to drink.

      The patio wasn’t as big as the one at her family’s mansion, or rather as big as it used to be, but it had a homey feel theirs never managed. The lights strung up made it feel cozy even if the night was cold. Kenzie sat at the table between Ash and Finnick and leaned back in the padded chair.

      Fuck, this was nice.

      After the day she’d had, she’d really needed something as quiet and peaceful as this.

      Kenzie looked up at the sky. She always hated how light pollution kept most of the stars from view, but the moon was nice and fat. The full moon would be in a few days. She glanced at the foxes and saw all three of them were waiting for her to eat first.

      “Sorry,” she murmured, taking a bite. “Do you guys usually run on the full moon like the wolves do?” Foxes were a strange sort. They were so feline, and yet canine at the same time.

      Kenzie didn’t know much about wolves outside of the witch archives. They didn’t have a wolf pack in their area. Not with the West Coast Pride based in San Francisco.

      “Not usually. We go running whenever we feel like it. As a reminder, I have work on Monday,” Hunter said.

      Crickets chirped their nighttime song and Kenzie chewed as she considered the alpha fox. “Work?”

      “At Bradley’s firm. I still have to work as their computer engineer in the IT department.”

      Right. Had it really been that long already?

      “Well, I need to go to Samuel’s firm with Selene on Monday to start our project for him. We’ll need to work here since all the stuff I didn’t pack is charred and shit.” Kenzie wondered if the centuries of protection spells had managed to save anything from that curse. To be completely honest she had no idea what all had been in the house.

      They definitely had insurance though, so no doubt her ritzy little family would have it fixed up as soon as possible.

      “How are you going to manage that while you still have your human job?” Finnick asked.

      Kenzie took another bite, glad the others were eating now too. It was weird having someone wait on her. “I put in a leave of absence for six months. I may or may not have a job at the end of it, but I’m not really worried.”

      With her experience and resume she could get a job anywhere, with any company she wanted. Normally she was approached before she even had to look. Staying in one job got boring sometimes. Especially with startups. Sometimes they all felt identical.

      Working for Samuel on this job should be interesting at least.

      The white tiger Alpha had been a lot more accommodating than she’d thought he would about everything. As soon as Selene had woken up and cast fire in her palm Kenzie had called Samuel.

      Explaining to him who the potion had actually been for, what had happened with Selene and that she needed time to recover had been easier than she’d thought it would be. The Alpha hadn’t been shocked exactly, but she had been able to detect a bit of surprise when he agreed to her request without question.

      Kenzie had been expecting a bit of pushback, but the Alpha wasn’t stupid. The witch couldn’t perform magic at her best if she didn’t recuperate.

      “We’re not working on Monday though,” Kenzie told them. “We have to take a look at the damage done to the warehouses first and try to figure out who’s sabotaging him. Then we can come up with something that will keep whatever it is out.”

      “Fae?” Ash asked.

      “Why would Fae want to destroy clean energy?” Hunter asked. “No, if anyone it’s human, but they’re usually not skilled enough to pull something like that off.”

      “We could come with you on Monday,” Ash offered. “Finnick and I should be able to sniff something out that magic might miss.”

      Kenzie studied Ash. She could see the lines of stress in his face and shoulders, but otherwise he looked like he always did – aloof and disinterested when he wasn’t trying to get in her space.

      She’d honestly expected another fight about Samuel, but these three…trusted her judgement?

      Wow. That was a thought and a half.

      “Sure, that would be great,” Kenzie admitted. She couldn’t deny that shifter senses were insanely accurate. “Samuel’s pride couldn’t figure it out though.”

      “They’re all felines,” Hunter said with a slight shake of his head. He tipped back his beer and then set it on the table as he studied the lights. Which one of them had put those up? “Finnick and Ash would be able to see more than just someone’s scent.”

      Right. The pain thing. Or whatever it was they could do.

      “How does that work exactly?” she asked, taking a bite of her pickle. The crunch was loud in the following silence, and Kenzie wondered if they would get into it tonight. Maybe it was too soon.

      “Chaos and pain,” Hunter said. The words were an echo of what he’d said to her at the Fourth of July barbecue. “They leave little ripples on the air. It disturbs the universe and leaves a mark – like a scar. A person can hold onto it the same way a room can, or say…where something violent happened. It soaks into the essence of the place.”

      Kenzie’s eyes widened. Had Hunter ever used so many words strung together at once before? She glanced over at Ash and then Finnick. Neither seemed surprised as he explained. Maybe he was trying to be more open with her?

      “It’s like how I explained the pain to you,” Finnick said quietly, kissing the scar on her shoulder before taking another swig of beer. “We can feed on chaos and pain as you know, but this isn’t quite the same thing.”

      “No,” Ash agreed. “It’s like…reading an aura I suppose.”

      Selene could do that, but Kenzie had never been able to. “That’s not a trait every witch possesses,” she admitted. “Especially not me.”

      Ash shrugged. “It’s not something that couldn’t be done with a spell. Witches can also read a room, find the violent event like we can. They can cast out spirits and ghosts unlike us. But we don’t use magic to sense spirits or the chaos event. We can smell them like a feline would someone’s trail, or a wolf would their prey.”

      “So you just smell them, and then you can see what happened there?” Kenzie asked, remembering what Hunter had said in that clearing.

      “Yes, no matter when it happened.”

      That was insane. Foxes could know…everything.

      If they wanted.

      Her eyes must have been round and Kenzie caught her mouth hanging open. She snapped it closed when all three of them chuckled and glared at them. “Why aren’t you all the keepers of lore then?”

      “We were once, a very long time ago,” Hunter told her. He said it like he was stating the weather and not like it was some world shattering information as it was for her.

      “What?”

      Even Finnick and Ash looked curious and Kenzie had to remind herself that Hunter was the only one who’d lived among foxes into adulthood, though she had no idea what had happened, or why he wasn’t with them now.

      “Before things were complicated like the human world is, I was told as a little kit that the paranormals had a lot fewer rules and there was a lot more natural mingling,” Hunter explained, arranging the chips on his plate. “Entire towns were just paranormals. Some humans found out about us, but they either joined or were taken care of. It was a simpler time in that sense.”

      Kenzie sipped on her fruity little cocktail drink that had barely 5% alcohol. It was weird because she still felt like she was drinking with the boys while she listened to Hunter – out of all of them – tell this story.

      Hunter. The one who didn’t like to talk.

      But this wasn’t about him or her, it wasn’t some kind of game to be played, and it wasn’t about feelings. This was a history lesson and even though he looked as reserved as ever, there was a light in his eyes she’d only ever seen a handful of times before.

      “Per our lore and the memories that can be accessed at any point in time as long as they are not cleansed – foxes handled the paranormal written history. We weren’t neutral and neither were the witches. We had alliances, but for the most part we comingled. It wasn’t strange to see different shifters all in one place, sharing like our animals do with forests.”

      “But wolves aren’t always nice to the smaller animals, sometimes eating them in those forests,” Kenzie pointed out. It all sounded too good to be true, and she wondered if it was in the witch archives as well, or if that had been secretly scrubbed clean to maintain the illusion of power.

      Hunter shrugged. “Strong humans live with weak humans.”

      “And it doesn’t always end up great for the weak ones,” Kenzie reminded him. “Like with Brad.”

      Hunter looked up from his perfectly aligned chips like he hadn’t heard her. “Everything changed and they said they didn’t trust foxes with something as important as history because they didn’t like the way we could feed off pain. Some foxes did…get a bit out of hand during those times when there was so much death and destruction. We became…unwelcome.”

      Kenzie wanted to know more but Hunter took a big bite out of his sandwich and she could sense he was done sharing for the night. She was honestly surprised he’d explained any of it to her in the first place.

      “So…about Brad. What are we going to do about the rest of the list?” That was all Hunter would tell her for now, so she steered them onto more neutral ground – like the demise of Bradley Davis.

      Brad was a never ending disease she couldn’t wait to burn out of existence. Too bad the fucker had his hands everywhere. They’d have to see how far his schemes went before fully destroying him.

      Kenzie refused to leave any seeds left to regrow.

      “It’s best to get them at night anyway,” Finnick said. “So we’ll just go after work and get them to the safe houses. At this rate though…we might save half of them.”

      “Fuck.” Ash pushed his plate back and Kenzie watched the way he glared up at the moon. He was so good at ignoring everything. Nothing bothered him. But this did. It pulled at her heart and for a moment Kenzie had to blink back the sting in her eyes. “Is there really nothing else we can do about that?” he asked.

      “Split up,” Hunter said with a slight frown. “Four of us would mean four potential victims saved in one night.”

      “Which is exactly what Brad fucking wants, the prick,” Finnick snapped.

      “Obviously.” Hunter rolled his eyes and Kenzie almost laughed despite the topic. Since when did Hunter roll his damn eyes? “He doesn’t know who we are yet, but unless you’re very stupid, you don’t work alone. We are all weaker alone.”

      As she looked at each of the foxes, Kenzie realized she’d never had that thought in her entire life.

      When had she ever worked with anyone? Her whole life she’d spent building up her skills and strengths, and buying or trading with Selene for the ones she couldn’t develop on her own. She’d made herself into someone to be feared despite her lack of magic.

      “Don’t be a bunch of babies,” she snapped, pushing her own plate back in irritation. “That’s four people that could be saved. You really don’t think you’re strong enough on your own to manage it? I’ve been alone my whole life and I’ve survived. I can get one girl to a damn safehouse on my own.”

      “It’s not about being strong enough,” Hunter stated.

      Fuck. He was mad. Even if he didn’t sound like it, Kenzie could tell. Her hands clenched on their own and she didn’t dare look away from him – from the predator he was.

      “It’s about having someone there to guard your back,” he explained, that flare of anger settling a bit as he studied her sudden stillness. “You can fight off as many assailants as you want, but you can’t do that and get the victim to the safehouse. The chances assassins didn’t choose that particular person…it’s not something I want to risk with the only people in existence that I care about.”

      Kenzie glanced at Finnick who just shrugged. He was no help at all when it came to Hunter. Ash though, he eyed her like he knew the real problem.

      “We don’t doubt your strength or capabilities, Kenzie,” Ash told her. “We’re not trying to cover you in bubble wrap either.”

      Hunter blinked and understanding suddenly dawned on his face. “No, never,” he agreed. “This isn’t about strength or weakness. It’s about simple logistics. Can you fight off two, maybe three ravens while carrying someone? Let’s say you can, because you have the skills. But can you do it with minimal injury so that you can still work on Samuel’s project? You can’t afford to break that promise with him…I doubt he’d be understanding about our contract with Edith with him being a Council member and all.”

      Kenzie just glared at him and chugged her drink.

      When he put it like that…so much logic. The way Hunter looked at the world wasn’t colored by anything, except maybe the fact that three of his favorite people needed to stay alive. Other than that…it was nothing but numbers and logistics to him.

      That was why he set so many people off. It’s what made them so nervous around him.

      Ash had told her Hunter was different. And now…Kenzie finally understood.

      Hunter didn’t do feelings. He had them; she could see them flicker here and there. She’d felt them when he’d helped her get to the car after the first raven attack. But, they made him extremely uncomfortable. So he shoved his feelings down and ignored them.

      Sure, they were mates which meant there was this thin thread Kenzie could feel when she looked for it. But whether she did or not, it was always there. She could always feel Hunter, just a tiny bit of what he was thinking or feeling – and then his small bit of body language helped confirm the rest.

      But…they didn’t connect quite the same. Even Ash was easier. Could she accept Finnick only? Or even Ash and Finnick? What would happen if she did? What would Hunter do? Or would he finally open up to her?

      Because if he wanted this to work between them, he had to accept the mate bond, and so did she. To make that happen, if ever, Hunter had to talk to her, connect with her.

      No, Kenzie didn’t want him to change anything, or be a different person, but she had to know…she had to know him. Or this would never work.

      “Fine, you’re right,” Kenzie conceded. “Then we split up into pairs. Two people are better than one.”

      The corner of Hunter’s mouth flickered in a brief smile. “All right, Kenzie. We’ll split up into pairs.”

      She blinked. Just like that, he’d agreed with her.

      Maybe they did have a chance after all.
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      Kenzie whispered with her sister.

      Of course Finnick could listen in. If he wanted to. But that would be rude.

      He wanted Kenzie to trust him after all.

      Finally, it felt like she did to some degree.

      Finnick sighed and glanced over at Ash. Why did things have to be so fucking complicated?

      He almost missed the days when it had just been the three of them, but there had been this awful sense of the future. Finnick could see their days going on forever, exactly the same. Like they were in some kind of never-ending Groundhog Day.

      Kenzie had thrown that depressing path completely out of existence. She’d managed to surprise him and Finnick refused to let go of that. She made him feel like there was a future worth living for.

      Looking out the window of the fancy car, he watched the people walking along, oblivious to everything but their own existence. Most were human, but he could pick out a few paranormals by the ripple of power they left in their wake.

      At least Hunter had agreed to pairs. That would help them save as many on the list as they could.

      The ones they’d managed to save so far had all agreed to testify. Slowly but surely they were building a decent case against Brad. The victims had agreed to an expose and lawsuit that would rival OJ Simpson once they had everything in place.

      It would be a huge blow to the witch’s reputation.

      But that still left his legacy, his money, and his business. Those could easily be passed on to his family members. What Edith wanted – god he loved that woman – was total annihilation. Nothing left for the Davis clan to fall back on.

      After what had happened with that asshole Peter though…Finnick assumed there were others either in league with Brad or working for him. It was something they needed to look into as soon as they had the opportunity.

      The car stopped and Finnick peered out the window. The warehouse was one of many. It was nothing special on the outside, but he knew there would be cutting edge tech on the inside. Looked like it was time to play with the Alpha of his Alpha.

      If nothing else, this would be fun. Seeing what Samuel would let them get away with was always one of his favorite games. He grinned at Ash and hopped out of the car, holding the door open for Kenzie and Selene.

      “I’ve got it, dude,” Finnick told the driver, giving him a wink. “Waiting on pretty ladies has got to be a good gig.”

      The driver flushed and mumbled some kind of agreement before scurrying back into the driver’s seat.

      Kenzie gave him a look like he was being especially difficult so Finnick stole another kiss.

      Ever since their date he’d used every excuse in the book to touch or kiss her. He wanted so much more – he wanted to fuck her every moment of every day. But they’d all been a bit preoccupied with not dying lately.

      But that bond. Fuck man. It was tight as a noose around his heart and the only thing that eased the sensation was when he was able to touch that soft skin, smell her, and hold her close. It didn’t have to be a kiss or a fuck. Something as simple as holding her hand was enough, brushing his fingers along her collarbone to her neck…

      “You’re staring,” Kenzie snapped.

      And that mouth. He wanted to fuck it bad. Finnick gripped her chin and pulled her forward. “Am I not allowed to stare at my gorgeous mate?”

      There it was. That beautiful blush and the scent of her arousal. She wanted him just as bad as he did her.

      “I was always told it’s rude to stare,” Kenzie countered.

      He was mesmerized by those full lips of hers. “I’m a rude prick, remember?”

      “Feral,” she agreed, taking a step closer. “No manners at all.”

      “Do you want to teach me some?” Finnick whispered, leaning down to nibble on her ear, fingers still gripping her chin.

      Kenzie cleared her throat and he smiled. He’d won this round. “Maybe later,” she conceded. “Can we get to work now?”

      Finnick released her completely and took a step back, grinning like the idiot he was. He loved winning. “Of course. Lead the way, babe.”

      Ash just arched an eyebrow at him as Selene followed after her sister.

      Finnick closed the door as he stared at the other fox. Something was bothering Ash, but he couldn’t say what for sure. “Are you jealous?” he asked, getting right to the point as he always did.

      Over a decade together and Finnick knew Ash almost as well as he knew himself. Neither of them had spent much time with their own kind. Hunter was all they had. All that time together was what gave him the insight to see that Ash wasn’t necessarily jealous, but he was annoyed.

      “No,” Ash gritted out.

      “Good,” Finnick snapped, annoyed at the lie. “Because I’m not backing off. If you want her fine, but you have to figure out how to share her with me. Get your head out of your ass and talk to her.”

      Ash growled at him as he turned and walked away. Finnick didn’t have time to play dominance games with Ash, even if they might be fun. Real life was knocking on their door and they both had to figure out what to do about this mate thing.

      He had feelings for Kenzie, a lot of feelings. And apparently so did Ash. But neither of them knew what to do with them. Not really.

      Doing nice things for her, loving her with his body, protecting her…that was all easy and it came natural as he assumed it did for Ash. But committing himself to her – forever?

      What the fuck else had he planned to do with his life though? Honestly, Kenzie was a lot better than the endless years of the same shit over and over.

      “I’m accepting the bond,” he told Ash as the other fox caught up with him. They both glanced over at Kenzie and her sister, talking into the little box and requesting entrance into the warehouse. “So you need to figure shit out.”

      “What if she doesn’t accept it?” Ash’s irritation drained away and he narrowed his eyes at Finnick as he considered.

      “Then she doesn’t. She’s allowed to say no.” Finnick shrugged and grinned at his best friend. “And I go back to doing really stupid, dangerous shit for fun – banging every hot little thing I can get my hands on.”

      Ash knew that wouldn’t be it. Not really.

      Finnick could feel the devastation waiting for him whenever he considered the possibility of her rejecting the bond. He knew it was the magic and the genetics making him feel a certain way about it, but…

      If she rejected him, Finnick knew there was a real chance he may end up feral again. Or taking every suicide job he could get his hands on.

      When he considered the future without her, without those little kits he could see her playing with as clear as he could see her now…living as he had before she came into his life no longer interested him. It was a bit dramatic, but when had he ever done anything half-assed?

      “She doesn’t like me the same way she likes you,” Ash finally said. “It’s not as easy for us.”

      Finnick studied Ash. Finally the truth came out. He’d figured it was something like that. “It’s never easy, brother. Just be honest with her. Take her out on that fucking date already, and don’t do that thing you do.”

      Ash frowned at him, genuinely confused like the idiot he was. “What thing?”

      “That robot thing where you pretend you don’t have any feelings.” Finnick snickered. “Even robots have feelings you know? Have you heard the shit Siri says to me?”

      The other fox folded his arms over his chest and gave Finnick that annoyed look – his signature. “You told her she was a cunt for getting you lost. I’m not sure what you expected.”

      “See, robots have more feelings.”

      Ash rolled his eyes and followed Kenzie and Selene into the warehouse. “I’ll figure it out. But don’t cock block me.”

      To anyone else it might have sounded like a threat, but Finnick knew Ash was just nervous despite how good he was at hiding it. He needed to break Ash out of his infinite seriousness.

      “Nah man, I’m guiding your cock.” Finnick reached for Ash’s package and the other fox smacked his hand away.

      “I think I can figure out how it works.”

      “Are you sure?” Finnick reached out with his other hand and Ash gripped his wrist, but there was an amused smile on his friend’s face which had been the whole point.

      “Stop being weird for five seconds,” Kenzie hissed, eyeing how Finnick kept reaching for Ash’s cock. That glare on her face melted and she burst out laughing right when Samuel came down from his office.

      Finnick tucked his hands in his pockets and smiled up innocently at the Alpha of the West Coast Pride.

      The large predator shifters were always so goddamn big, even as humans. Samuel was six foot four – two inches taller than Finnick. It was annoying how much taller they could be, and instantly he clenched his jaw to keep from saying something snarky.

      Samuel had the power to make their lives miserable.

      And still they did stupid shit like steal from him.

      By the way the white tiger was sizing him and Ash up, the guy may have granted them amnesty thanks to Kenzie, but he certainly hadn’t forgotten what they’d done.

      “What are they doing here?” Samuel asked politely. There wasn’t a hint of animosity in his voice, but the tiger was clearly not pleased.

      It made Finnick smile wider.

      “They offered to help in case there’s something we might miss, I hope you don’t mind Alpha,” Selene said in that strong, matriarch voice that rippled the air around her with its power. Her words may sound sweet, but she wasn’t one to mess with.

      “We’ve already had shifters look through my warehouse,” Samuel said, but he turned to face Selene with a polite smile. “I’m not sure what these two will pick up that we can’t.”

      It always surprised Finnick how little the large shifters knew about their smaller brethren.

      “Oh don’t worry,” Finnick told him. “We’re just looking for the chaos and pain. Unless you’ve got a fox in the West Coast Pride…well, let’s just say it’s not something everyone can do.” He grinned at the white tiger, practically pulling his tail and begging him to react.

      Samuel’s eyes narrowed. “Yes…I’ve forgotten about that neat little trick. Let me show you around. Hopefully this will help you with the new system,” he said, turning back to Selene. “I know they work better when targeted to specific species.”

      “Yes, Alpha, but we plan to make the system sensitive to all paranormals. It seems for the best,” the Kavanagh Matriarch stated. “This is merely a formality. If we can help discover the perpetrators then you would owe us a favor.” She smiled sweetly up at the tiger. “I like the idea of that.”

      Finnick snickered. Kenzie wasn’t the only one with claws. This one had them too, but they were made of ice so cold they burned.

      “I would be forever grateful,” Samuel told her, placing a gentle, barely-there hand on Selene’s lower back.

      Finnick watched the way Kenzie frowned, but didn’t say anything. Then it was safe to assume she knew the tiger wasn’t Selene’s mate, so there was no risk, she just didn’t like him touching her sister.

      Interestingly Samuel had meant what he’d said. The tiger would be grateful which meant he was desperate to find out who was sabotaging him. Finnick wondered idly how much money he’d lost during the attacks. Or was he worried about something more precious, like technology?

      These corporate games were so fucking boring.

      Finnick loved a good game, but these business guys disgusted him. They never followed the rules. Rules were there for a reason. The real game was playing within those rules, bending them almost to the breaking point, but not quite.

      If you weren’t smart enough to do that…well, rules started getting broken and that’s when shit always went sideways.

      Samuel started talking about his warehouses, explaining all the tech and lab equipment as they walked through the halls.

      For a nasty looking place on the outside, everything was white and pristine on the inside. Technicians were suited up in gloves and goggles and white coats. Computer screens were everywhere, but of course they were some kind of high-tech shit made from pure glass.

      The tiger hadn’t been lying when he’d said the tech was cutting edge.

      Finnick stopped when he saw another ripple. It wasn’t from Selene and it was too large to be a shifter. “I need to go over there,” he said, pointing to the far window.

      Demons made large ripples. Maybe it was a demon? They liked chaos as much as foxes did. There didn’t have to be a motive for them.

      What else could possibly want to destroy clean energy?

      A competing company which could be anything from another shifter, fae, and even a witch if they did tech magic like Kenzie and Selene. What else? Demons…vampires usually kept to themselves as did the wolves and the bears. Hunters didn’t get into shit like power plays. They made good money working for the Council or freelance and didn’t really like people.

      Samuel led the way as Selene took out something small. It looked like a compact mirror but smelled like magic. Ash had his nose up and eyes narrowed as well. There was definitely more to the warehouse than just workers and tech. Something had very clearly been disturbed.

      The previous magical shield had been broken, and that always left some severe residue on the world.

      That had been the one benefit to living as a fox. There were very few ripples in the wilderness. Fae didn’t use the same kind of magic witches did. So when they left their mounds it never really disturbed him as a fox. But witches and demons, they caused the largest ripples.

      The only time Finnick had ever seen a rip in reality quite like this one was when a portal or a door had been created where it shouldn’t be. They all knew there were doors between the planes, but the locations weren’t always clear.

      This was definitely a door. Or it had been.

      He walked in a trance towards the rip. Finnick had only ever seen two others. One in the forest where he’d lived for so many years. And the second he didn’t like to think about. Hell wasn’t a place he’d like to visit again.

      “Dragon?” Ash asked under his breath as they stopped in front of the rip.

      “Hm, hadn’t considered that,” Finnick said, crossing his arms over his chest as he studied the thing. “I don’t think dragons can cross planes.”

      “True. I’ve seen something like this once, in a vampire’s nest,” Ash told him, leaning a bit closer so the chances of the tiger overhearing them were smaller. “Thousands of lives had been sucked dry there and it left a mark kind of like this.”

      “What do you guys see?” Kenzie asked, shoving between them.

      His arm went around her waist automatically and Finnick ignored the settling in his soul as he concentrated. “Do vamps have magic?” he asked Ash. “I can’t remember. Otherwise they’d have to kill a thousand people right here to create this. I’m calling demon.”

      “Oh, I know one. I could ask him,” Kenzie offered. “He’s pretty cool.”

      Finnick eyed his mate. She was a weirdo. And he loved it. “Sure, summon a demon like it’s no big deal. Trying to show off?”

      “Maybe,” she teased, elbowing him in the ribs hard enough he winced. Finnick didn’t miss the way she glanced at Ash either. “What do you guys see?”

      “A portal was made here,” Selene stated loud enough for everyone to hear as she looked up from her compact. “It’s closed now, but there are only a few things that could manage something like this. It severely narrows down your list of suspects, Samuel.”

      “Can you build something to keep doors from being opened?” the tiger asked, staring in the wrong place.

      Finnick had to turn back around so the other shifter didn’t see the amusement on his face. For all his strength and good looks and money, the tiger was looking in the wrong spot like he could see what the rest of them did.

      The universe sure had a fucked up sense of humor.

      “It’s right there,” Finnick said, pointing. The smile on his face made his canines show. It wasn’t quite a challenge, but it was close.

      “Of course,” Samuel snapped. “Is there anything that would keep something like that out?”

      Selene studied her compact. “Perhaps. I’ll start working on the spell for everything else. If I can find a way to ward your buildings from someone creating doors, I’ll weave that in on top of the main spell. Then Kenzie will take it from there.”

      Finnick couldn’t help looking down at his mate, impressed with their work. Handling that kind of magic was no joke, even if she didn’t make it herself. Combining tech with something as arcane and unpredictable as power right from the universe? That took skill.

      “You gonna call your little demon?” he teased, pulling her in for a kiss before pushing her away.

      Kenzie stumbled right into Ash who caught her on reflex. When she straightened, Finnick was pleased to see the other fox didn’t remove his hand from her hip. “You gonna go look and see what did this like a big boy?” she asked.

      He chuckled. “Call your demon, babe. Daddy’s gotta work.”
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      There was a good chance the demon wouldn’t answer.

      Fuck, why had she thought this was a good idea?

      Kenzie pulled out her phone and set it up so she could see the picture she’d saved while grabbing a black pen from her purse. The ballpoint was perfect and the lines were dark without any break between them as she copied the pentagram from her phone onto her palm.

      This was probably the stupidest thing she’d ever done. But she’d been very careful. She wasn’t summoning a demon, but rather…inviting one to come visit her if they felt like it.

      It could go bad either way though. If she got any of the symbols wrong she’d be inviting a different demon and who knew what they’d want with her if they took her offer.

      Selene hovered but didn’t say anything. Kenzie was pretty sure they were long past the point of her baby sister trying to tell her not to do stupid shit. After the last few weeks, well…doing stupid crap was part of her life right now.

      It paid off most of the time, but at some point her luck would run out. The universe was cruel like that.

      “Careful,” Selene whispered. “That’s a tricky rune.”

      Kenzie gritted her teeth and took a moment to shake out her hand. Then she drew the final rune. “Okay, hand me your ceremonial blade.”

      All witches received them at their birth, but Kenzie’s had been melted down after she’d been declared an abomination. It still stung to remember too. But she’d kept the ruby, tucked under her shirt with her other charms.

      Selene was the only one who knew. After all, she’d been the one to pull it from the ashes.

      Her sister’s sharp blade was the length of her pinky and Selene placed it carefully into Kenzie’s waiting hand. One quick jab in the right place and blood slowly started to fill her palm, covering the pentagram. She whispered the words she’d found in one of the grimoire’s and prayed to the Fates the right demon answered her request.

      A loud pop and suddenly there he was, inspecting the nails of one hand with the other in his pocket. “I was curious what the infamous Kenzie could possibly want to talk about, but I don’t have all day darling. Make it quick.”

      She cleared her throat and took the handkerchief from her sister who stared wide-eyed at the demon in the tailored suit. His curly brown hair was perfection as always. He really was insanely handsome.

      “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, Eisheth,” Kenzie said carefully. “I would have understood if you hadn’t.”

      Eisheth scoffed and flapped his hand at her. “Get to the point already. You’re so boring when you’re polite.”

      Finnick laughed loud enough she jumped and threw a glare over her shoulder at him. She was not boring. “Someone made a door into this warehouse and then closed it up. I was wondering if you’d be interested in looking at it. And having good manners is considered a virtue,” she huffed, wiping the last of the blood from her hand before cleaning the pentagram off.

      “Well, it’s certainly not one of your virtues,” Eisheth said, turning to look where Finnick and Ash were currently poking around. To her it looked like nothing but air unless she used one of her enchanted objects.

      “And what are my virtues then?” Kenzie snapped, tossing her sister the bloody fabric who muttered some spell as she waved her hand over it. Instantly it was clean and pristine once more, her blood completely erased from existence.

      “Oh, you know, tearing down the rules that have existed for centuries to prove everyone wrong. This is fascinating. Samael and I have been going through a rough patch. This distraction couldn’t have had better timing.” Eisheth patted her cheek before walking around her toward her foxes.

      Kenzie wanted to ask about Samael but decided now wasn’t really the time. “Well, someone keeps destroying Samuel’s warehouses. We came to look and found this.”

      “Did you find anything interesting?” Eisheth asked Finnick, feeling the fox’s upper arms as he inspected the red-head.

      “Where did you meet this demon?” Selene asked, watching Eisheth move on to Ash next, sizing both foxes up like Kenzie had seen dads do on sitcoms.

      “At Samuel’s barbecue. He was there with someone else. The Alpha Female of the Klamath Mountain Pride.” Kenzie was too fascinated to step in when Eisheth asked Ash if he’d considered the mate bond at all. “Can we look at the damn door already?” she snapped when the topic turned to if he’d slept with her yet or not.

      “I was planning to ask her if she wanted to go do something tomorrow,” Ash said a bit defensively when Eisheth kept pressing for more information. “Want me to have her call you after?”

      “Yes, what a marvelous idea! Kenzie darling, come here so I can give you my phone number.”

      She didn’t bother to deny him. After all, she’d been the one to invite him here. “How do you get service in Hell?” she asked.

      “Magic, duh.” Eisheth rolled his eyes and chuckled as he snatched her phone and tapped into it. “Here you go; I expect to hear from you on Wednesday darling. Don’t forget or I’ll pop up right at the most inopportune moment. Now, as for this door.”

      “You didn’t tell me Eisheth was your demon godfather,” Samuel said a bit wryly as he came to stand beside her, watching them all as she did. Neither of them could see what the foxes, demon, or Selene could.

      For the first time, Kenzie didn’t immediately want to throat-punch the tiger. “I didn’t realize I had a demon godfather,” she admitted.

      Samuel shrugged. “I’ve dealt with him a bit since Piper became one of mine. If he’s adopted you as one of his then there is something he sees in you that the rest of the world can’t. He…helps females. Piper isn’t the only one. Eisheth collects the lost and abandoned and damaged. He’s like some kind of guardian angel, looking out for those who need it. Jessica, Malia, Morgan…all very powerful paranormals.” The tiger looked down at her. “Like I said before, you don’t need magic to be powerful. Eisheth knows that better than anyone.”

      She considered those words for a moment. “Are there notes on him from the Council?” she asked, testing the shaky ground between them.

      “This particular demon has always stuck his nose in mortal affairs. Sure, we live longer than humans, but he was created at the dawn of time. We’re all babies to him. I think you might know some of his charges: Morgan Le Fey, Van Helsing who was actually Vanessa Helsing, Cleopatra, and some say even as far back as Medusa.”

      Kenzie filed that away to consider later. “So what, he’s like Peter Pan and the lost boys?”

      “Well, he favors women. So the lost girls I guess.”

      It sounded exactly like something a weird demon would do. Eisheth and the lost girls. Kenzie almost rolled her eyes, but she had to admit, she’d never really belonged anywhere.

      The demon gave her a wink and then went back to work.

      “Have you ever really talked to him?” she asked Samuel, trying to get a feel for the tiger now that they were on the same team.

      “At dinner parties. He’s always been nothing but polite. I’ve never met a less chaotic demon. But his charge, Jessica? Fuck, that woman can stir shit up. If I didn’t know better he delivers his chaos through his charges rather than doing it himself.”

      “Jessica is a hunter. You’ve hired her as a Council member. Why would she cause you problems?” Kenzie asked as she watched Ash stick his hand in the air. Jeez, they looked like a bunch of idiots when she couldn’t see what they were doing.

      “Yes, but she’s also a demon witch who deals directly with Lucifer based on some weird shit with her ancestor Jesse James.”

      “No fucking way. Not that Jesse James.” Kenzie laughed and looked up at Samuel, finally seeing the real man behind the Council member and CEO. He was a lot less of an ass when he was just being himself.

      “Well, according to the archives the Council did hire a hunter named Jesse James back in the day before he lost his soul to Lucifer.” Samuel grinned down at her. “The dates match up. I checked.”

      Of course he’d checked. Kenzie snickered. What a nerd.

      Ash stepped back to make room for Eisheth and then he looked over at her and Samuel, his face expressionless as always. Maybe he was wondering if she actually did want to do something tomorrow, or maybe he was just pissed she was standing with the tiger shifter.

      It was hard to tell.

      But she was curious what Ash had planned. She really did want to go out with him, see if this thing between them was more than just attraction.

      Could she handle more than one guy in her life? It didn’t seem like she’d have issues with Finnick sharing. He kept pushing her and Ash together, but balancing them, that was what she wasn’t sure about.

      Kenzie supposed she had the next six months to figure it out.

      “Well, when they’re done I’ll help Selene gather the rest of the info we’ll need. We should have a prototype for you to look at relatively soon.”

      “I appreciate that,” Samuel told her. “If there’s anything you need help with, just ask. I heard about what happened to your clan’s house. My condolences. Do you need me to look into anything?”

      Kenzie studied Samuel, sensing he was being genuine. If nothing else, at least the tiger had always been honest with her. “Not yet, but I appreciate the offer. I might need it.”

      “I’ll bury the request for investigation until you let me know when you’re ready,” Samuel said. “These matters can be sensitive and I’d rather not step on witchy toes more than I already have. Come up to my office before you leave, and try to keep the demon from opening another door?”

      She snorted. “I’ll try.”

      Eisheth and the lost girls.

      It had a nice ring to it.
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      Fuck, what a long day.

      Eisheth and the foxes had discovered the door had been created by a demon, but not only a demon. Someone had a demon working for them. They’d been in human form per the foxes so it was difficult to know just from the memory what kind of paranormal.

      No pointed ears though so they weren’t fae.

      In the paranormal world there was always a yin and a yang. There was something that existed that didn’t really ever coexist peacefully with something else. The human movies and books assumed wolves and vampires were mortal enemies, but that wasn’t necessarily the case.

      There were witches of every variety and their counterpart was usually demons. Well…most of them. Kenzie didn’t think Eisheth really counted.

      And they weren’t opposites really. They were reflections. So witches and demons.

      The fae reflected the vampires, and the hunters…she supposed their reflection was the angels. Both were warrior classes. One would think it was angels and demons, but not according to her grandmother and what she’d read.

      Shifters usually had their own reflection in the form of another shifter. The felines and the canines mainly, but there were other shifters that caused other issues like foxes and coyotes.

      Could wolves get a demon to work for them?

      She clicked through all the files she could find on the darknet and then started on what she’d backed up from the clan’s library.

      Witches weren’t great at technology, but a few years ago Selene had Kenzie start on a project to digitalize everything. Just in case. It was one of those things they’d told no one about, so of course Edith knew.

      Kenzie missed her grandmother. It was weird not having her or Selene in the same house. Though this computer setup Hunter had put together for her was fucking nice. A whole room to herself that connected to the boys’ office.

      She loved it.

      Next time she saw Hunter, Kenzie would thank him.

      After they’d gotten what they could from the scar in the universe, Eisheth had told her he had a few things to check out and he’d be back to help her figure out who exactly had made that door.

      Technically she and Selene didn’t have to find out who had broken in to Samuel’s warehouses. That wasn’t part of their agreement with him. But she was curious who had the balls to summon a demon to fuck with the Alpha of the West Coast Pride – who also happened to be on the Council of Paranormals.

      Kenzie didn’t think it was another witch clan in the Bay Coven. That would be really, really stupid. She also didn’t think it was Brad. The Davis clan was all lawyers who represented Samuel and others like the tiger.

      Ugh.

      She needed to get out of her head.

      Kenzie shoved away from the desk and went to her room to change. Maybe she’d take a run after lifting some weights. Working out usually helped her think.

      With her favorite shorts and tank top on she jogged down the stairs to the foxes’ gym. It really was nice to have one in the house. Kenzie used to have to use her family’s garages. It was a giant pain in the ass when it rained.

      She froze when she flipped on the light and saw Hunter in a handstand with his eyes closed.

      That was hella creepy. Who did shit like that?

      Then his eyes opened and Hunter watched her for a second before gracefully bringing down his whole body until he was parallel with the floor, still nothing but his hands propping him up. The position showed off every fucking muscle the fox had.

      “You always work out in the dark?” she asked, wishing she’d brought her headphones if Hunter was going to be a weirdo. “Without any music?”

      He didn’t answer and Kenzie watched him as she stretched out her tired and sore muscles. Stress really fucked with her shoulders.

      Hunter moved his body back into a handstand and then did a few pushups. When he went to do them one-handed her mouth dropped open. Jesus, she’d known he was strong but this was ridiculous.

      After a few one-handed pushups he did them on the other side. Kenzie could do some of the moves, but when he maneuvered his legs between his arms for an extended L-sit she laughed. That shit was hard.

      “The dark helps me concentrate,” Hunter said as he slowly lowered himself to the ground. “Without music I can hear everything, but if you prefer to workout with the lights and music on that works for me too.”

      “I don’t think I could work out in the dark,” she said with a laugh. “Selene hasn’t made me any more night vision charms after the last one broke. It’s on my list though.”

      Hunter just shrugged. “Whatever makes you comfortable, Kenzie. This is your house now too.”

      When he flipped over to do some of the most ridiculous looking pushups she’d ever seen…Kenzie felt exhausted just watching him, but—but it was the first time she felt herself see him as more than just the sexy, aloof alpha fox.

      Maybe it was the fact that he was shorter than the other two? Maybe it was the clothes he usually wore? But Hunter wasn’t even wearing a fucking shirt and the way the sweat dripped…

      Holy shit.

      This was more than just shifter strength. This was dedication to making the most of that strength.

      She realized the attraction she’d had to him before was…it was a fraction of what it really was as she watched him display the power he held. She’d known he had that dominance power the alpha shifters had, but this was physical, undiluted, and raw.

      It made her wet as hell when he looked at her the entire time he did those pushups.

      Instantly Hunter stopped and pushed himself up hard so he was now in a standing position. Kenzie always forgot he was taller than her. Always. It was some dumb brain thing because he was a lot shorter than the other two so she just forgot despite their six inch difference.

      When he approached her she had to look up at him and it was disconcerting.

      Kenzie cleared her throat. “Thank you for the office and computer setup. It’s perfect.”

      “You’re welcome.” Hunter stared down at her and narrowed his eyes. “You’re attracted to me.”

      The way he said it, she could detect a tiny hint of surprise in his voice as well as a bit of...accusation.

      Kenzie felt her cheeks flush and she didn’t know what to do with her hands. They all made her feel like a teenage idiot. “Uh, yeah…I am.” It was so weird admitting it. And it wasn’t like Hunter couldn’t smell it. “Why are you so confused?”

      “I didn’t think you were,” he said simply. “Not…in a sexual way.”

      It was so hard not to laugh at that statement. “Why did you think I kissed you then?”

      He shrugged and looked her up and down. “Because you were grateful for my help.”

      Kenzie arched a brow at him and crossed her arms over her chest. The jealousy she could feel flaring in her chest shocked her. “You just let people kiss you all the time then?”

      There was that fucking head tilt of his and Hunter’s eyes narrowed again. Then he moved so fast he blurred and suddenly his hand was on her neck and he’d yanked her against him. “Sometimes I let people kiss me. Do you want me to stop them from now on?”

      Her hands were against his bare chest. Hunter was slick with sweat and his muscles were hard as a rock...among other things. Kenzie licked her lips as she considered how she felt. “I don’t want anyone else touching you until we decide whether this bond is something we want or not.”

      Somehow he got closer and Kenzie could practically feel his lips against hers. She tried not to squirm against him, against the hard length of him pressing between her legs. It made her breathing quick and erratic.

      Part of what turned her on when it came to Hunter was the fact that she never knew what the fuck he was going to do. Was he going to kiss her? Would he press her up against the wall and fuck her right here and now?

      Kenzie moved against him at that thought, holding onto his waist as she didn’t dare blink.

      What did she want him to do?

      “I can agree to that,” he said mildly. “You’re allowed to explore the bond with Ash and Finnick of course.” Then he caressed her skin with his thumb, tracing the line of her jugular. “What do you want from me?”

      “Right now?” she croaked.

      The corner of his mouth twitched and she could feel his amusement through the bond. “What would you want from me if we were in a relationship? What would you need if we were to be bonded? I’m not…great – at normal things. I might not be able to be what you need. So I’m asking before we go further.”

      She blinked in confusion.

      It wasn’t something she’d ever really considered to be honest. It wasn’t even something she’d thought about with Finnick. Not really.

      “Um, loyalty and honesty,” she said, taking a step closer. Kenzie couldn’t resist the urge to press her whole body against his, to see what that felt like. “I don’t want you to ever lie to me or cheat on me.”

      Hunter smiled slightly and it took her breath away. “I’m not sure I can even handle you, let alone anyone else. But I can agree to loyalty and honesty. Anything else?”

      She wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed up against him. The hard length of him against her belly made her ache and Kenzie stared up into Hunter’s gorgeous gold-brown eyes. “I want to know you. Having you there for me is nice, but I don’t really need someone to talk to with three of you available. I don’t think sex or affection would be too much of an issue for you…I just—I want to know who you really are.”

      The lust in his eyes dimmed at her words and he caressed her jaw sweetly before releasing her.

      Instantly Kenzie felt cold and bereft and…hurt.

      “I don’t think you want to know who I really am,” he said, turning away from her to grab his shirt. Hunter used it to wipe off the sweat.

      “Why?” she snapped, mad because she felt so defensive. Mad that she’d put herself out there and then managed to get hurt just like she’d known she would.

      “I’m not a nice person,” Hunter told her, grabbing his water and taking a swig. “I don’t think you’d like who I really am.”

      “I really don’t think it’s up to you to decide what I do and don’t like.” Kenzie wasn’t just mad, she was furious. “You’re a coward, not even willing to try.”

      Hunter whipped around so fast she flinched, but he didn’t take a step toward her. “Watch what you say Kenzie, you might just get what you want.”

      Oh she wanted to push him to the breaking point and make him show her what he hid behind that blank expression other than the flickers she could feel through the bond.

      “Are you scared? Afraid I won’t like what I see and reject you?” She scoffed, knowing she was playing with fire. “I dare you to show me.”

      Hunter snarled and it echoed through the room, giving her goosebumps but it wasn’t just the sound. Suddenly she was pressed up against the wall with his arms caging her. Hunter shoved his knee between her thighs and forced them apart so he could press against her.

      Those sharp, partially shifted teeth made her gasp when he raked them across her throat, yet still not breaking the skin.

      “I’m a monster,” he whispered into her ear, the words vibrating through her bones. “I have no soul. It would cost me nothing to destroy the world. And I’d do it all with a smile on my face.”

      Despite her racing heart Kenzie arched her neck, practically begging for more. “It’s nothing the world doesn’t deserve,” she murmured, wishing he would just bite her already.

      Her words made him hesitate. “I don’t think you understand. I’m not sure if I’m capable of loving you. That is the kind of monster I am.”

      “You never asked about love. And I never requested it.” Kenzie gripped Hunter’s wrist and turned her head, and then bit down.

      She didn’t know why she did it, some weird instinct, but the second her teeth sank into his skin Hunter groaned, though it sounded more like a growl.

      “You don’t need me to love you?” he asked, burying his face in her neck to breathe deep.

      Kenzie shook her head and closed her eyes, wishing he would just fuck her already. “I just need to know you,” she whispered, kissing the mark her teeth made.

      Hunter rubbed his nose along her jaw as he considered.

      When he finally kissed her she melted against him. All her instincts screamed to yank down his shorts, wrap her legs around his waist and ride the fuck out of him. But Hunter had her pinned against the wall and the only thing she could move was her hands.

      She buried them into his thick, soft hair and yanked hard. It must have stung, but still Hunter resisted. He gripped her wrists and pinned them above her against the wall, biting her bottom lip. When she arched so more of her body touched his he pulled back, his breathing harsh as he studied her swollen lips.

      “I’ll think about it. Telling someone…everything…it won’t be easy. Will you give me time?”

      Kenzie nodded, licking her lips. “You have six months.”

      He chuckled at that and gave her the gentlest of kisses. “I suppose that’s fair. And sex is only allowed after?”

      Why the fuck were these questions so hot?

      “Not necessarily,” she managed, trying not to make it painfully obvious that she meant he could take her right now and that would be totally okay with her.

      “And a date?”

      The Fates save her from gentlemen. “Only if you want to,” she growled. “Are you going to fuck me already?” Kenzie pressed her hips against his, practically inviting him right in.

      There was that heart-stopping smile again. “No, I’m not. Maybe later though.” He released her slowly and then picked up the shirt he’d dropped, not even bothering to hide his raging hard on. “Have a good work out, Kenzie.”

      Fuck.

      She’d have to work her ass off to get rid of the jitters Hunter had left her with. But nothing would ease that ache except dick.

      Fucking bastard.

      Kenzie pulled out the heavy weights and resigned herself to a long night.
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      “Everything all right?” Ash asked her.

      He could probably sense how riled up she still was from the incident with Hunter, or hell, feel it through their tiny bit of mating bond.

      Thankfully Ash had come down to the gym and gotten her before she’d worn herself out. Kenzie had completely forgotten about the plan to get the next set of girls before Brad could murder them.

      That was how much Hunter had fucked with her mind.

      She felt a little guilty – forgetting like that. But Hunter was…he was something else.

      Up until the moment when he’d asked her what she wanted from him, Kenzie hadn’t really thought Hunter was going to be an option. Sure he was nice to her and sweet and he considered her as part of his little chaos of foxes, but she didn’t think he was even really interested in her like that.

      I don’t think I can love you.

      Did that even really matter to her?

      The hard on he’d sported and the way he somehow managed to possess her every time he touched her…it was in the way he ran his thumb along her jugular. Kenzie should have been terrified, but she’d known without a shadow of a doubt Hunter would never hurt her.

      What she really needed to find out was why he thought he was a monster. Hunter was very disassociated with the real world – a high functioning sociopath some would probably say. Kenzie didn’t think it would be far off the mark. But there were things he cared about – things he would do literally anything for and as he said, he would smile no matter how awful those things were because to him it was worth it.

      Why did that level of dedication for a specific few turn her on so much? There had to be something wrong with her.

      “Kenzie?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” she told Ash, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. “Just have a lot to think about.”

      Now that she’d requested honesty and loyalty from Hunter and had basically said she wanted him to herself, Kenzie had to do the same. She had to be honest. Because she needed that from all three of them right now.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asked. When she rolled her eyes Ash shrugged. “We have another hour in the car before we get there. Maybe I can help.”

      The fox turned off the music and the silence between them wasn’t uncomfortable exactly, just potent. He wasn’t going to let her out of this, especially after her new demon godfather had poked and prodded at him.

      Instead of answering she decided to ask him what Hunter had asked her. Maybe some ground rules between her and the foxes were a good idea.

      “What would you need from me for a successful relationship?” she asked. “What do you need to be happy? Because sure, you had no choice in who your mate was, but you do have a choice in accepting me or not. Nothing and no one is forcing you to be with me.”

      “Fuck Kenzie,” Ash muttered. “Way to go right for the sore spot.”

      “You asked,” she reminded him, signaling to get over despite no one else being on the road. Why did all these people on the list have to live so far from the city? Probably part of Brad’s little deal when he paid them off.

      Ash ran his hand over the back of his neck and considered. It was easier to talk to him in the dark, and for a moment Kenzie understood why Hunter preferred it. It was easier to think, to hear, and to feel what Ash was feeling through their bond.

      Despite being ‘just a fox,’ Hunter was the perfect predator.

      She glanced over at Ash.

      Then it was probably safe to assume Ash was similar in his own way. Finnick was already on the edge of crazy after his feral years. He barely fit in, but always cracked a joke to deflect attention.

      Ash on the other hand, he blended perfectly like Hunter did but without setting off the same warning alarms. Ash could walk right up to his prey and they would never even realize he was what hunted them.

      With Hunter…the prey knew something was looking for them, even if they couldn’t figure out who or what before it was too late.

      Her foxes were twisted.

      And Kenzie kind of loved it.

      “I’ve only ever been in one relationship,” Ash confessed. “And it was before Hunter, before…everything.”

      “How did that go?” Kenzie tried to keep her voice light, but she desperately wanted to know who he’d been with. It had only been a few weeks and already she felt possessive. It was weird as shit. Kenzie never had jealousy issues before.

      “She was human,” Ash said wryly. “So it wasn’t great. I hurt her.”

      Kenzie winced, trying not to imagine the worst. “Did she survive?”

      “No. She didn’t.”

      So much pain in those words.

      Risking looking away from the road, she studied Ash’s shadowed profile. His shoulders were hunched and he looked haunted. Kenzie took one of his hands in hers and waited for him to continue as the rented car ate up the miles.

      There wasn’t much more she could do for him other than remind him he wasn’t alone.

      “Shifting wasn’t something I used to be able to control,” Ash told her. His voice was soft and regretful, a bit distant as he remembered. “If I became emotional then I turned into a rabid animal, and when I caught her cheating on me I lost it. My fox scared the shit out of her and she fell down the stairs trying to get away from me.”

      The pause at that confession. Kenzie’s hands shook as she kept her eyes on the road. She couldn’t imagine that kind of situation – the fear, the not knowing what had happened during a shift. It happened to enough of them though she knew it wasn’t exactly uncommon. It was why being part of a pack was so important. The alpha would handle it one way or another before it affected the normals.

      “When I was human again I realized what had happened and I…I tried to give her the bite, hoping her body would accept the magic, but I guess it wasn’t meant to be.”

      A human had cheated on him and then managed to kill herself after seeing his fox. No wonder he hated them so much.

      “And then what happened?” Kenzie was almost afraid to ask.

      “I ran away,” Ash told her. “So as you can see, I’m not a great judge of what works in a relationship and what doesn’t.”

      Kenzie didn’t know how to comfort Ash. She didn’t know the right words to say, so she squeezed his hand and hated herself for how inadequate it was. If they weren’t in the car she could at least hug him. But Kenzie had never been great at being kind, not even with Selene.

      She’d protected Selene, raised her to survive, and taught her not to buy into all that witch nonsense. Kenzie would die for her sister, but she hadn’t been able to make her feel better after what had happened with Brad. So she’d taken a contract to bring him down until he groveled on his knees. That’s how she handled things.

      It wasn’t the same thing as comforting someone – not like normal people did.

      And her upbringing hadn’t really taught her how to be normal.

      Then the GPS told her to take a right. Kenzie cursed and swerved for the exit. Ash gripped the handle and gritted his teeth but didn’t say a word about her driving.

      “What about after Hunter? You never dated anyone then?” God, she was so annoyed that she was jealous. Kenzie hated the idea of Ash with anyone else. Finnick had never had a girlfriend so she’d satisfactorily taken first.

      But Ash had.

      Had Hunter?

      She kept those thoughts to herself. Even though she wasn’t normal she did have some sense of propriety.

      “Not in the same way,” Ash told her. “There were a few people I saw more than others, but I always kept my distance.”

      “Shocker.” Kenzie couldn’t help her smile. Ash was just as good as Hunter was at keeping people at arm’s length when he wanted to. But as he opened up to her she could clearly see the difference between the alpha and the second.

      Even Ash chuckled. “Yeah, it’s hard to want to get close to people when you know they don’t really like you.”

      “I like you,” she admitted.

      Ash squeezed her hand in response. “And I like you, but that’s not always enough is it?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. We’re supposed to be mates. A lot of the hard shit is already taken care of.”

      “Kenzie, I’ve no fucking idea what I want. And that’s the problem. Since I first smelled you in that clearing I knew this was going to be a shitshow for me. I don’t like getting close to people. But with you, I can’t help myself. All I want is to be close to you. It’s conflicting.”

      Ash sighed and she knew exactly what he was feeling because she felt it too.

      It was terrifying to know your heart and body wanted one thing so desperately, but your mind kept saying ‘hold up,’ ‘fucking hold on while I figure this out’ because nothing about dating your mate could ever be compared to a normal relationship.

      That’s not how it worked in the shifter world.

      The mate bond didn’t care if they were mentally compatible, or if they had shit to figure out first, or if it maybe wasn’t the best time. It demanded attention right now and for someone like Kenzie – like Ash, they wanted the time to think about things, to consider how this affected their life and if they would need to adjust.

      “I tried to do the whole ‘let’s figure it out as we go’ thing,” she told him. “And even though I’m still fumbling around for how to handle all of this, I’ve decided I need the three of you to be honest with me. I need you to be committed to figuring this out so don’t go off cavorting with anyone else. And let’s just try to get to know each other, yeah? We’re stuck in the same house for six months anyway.”

      Ash laughed at that. “Yeah, due to the irritating nature of our proximity, we must figure this out.”

      Kenzie glared at him. “You know what I mean.”

      The GPS told her to take another right. They were almost there.

      “Heaven help me, Kenzie are you trying to kill us?”

      She glanced over at him and chuckled at the way he gripped the handle and the dashboard, skin slightly paler than normal. “My driving is just fine. Stop being a little baby.”

      “What is it with women and driving?” Ash muttered. “You all act like you don’t care if everyone in the car dies when you take a turn without slowing down.”

      “You’re supposed to brake before the turn,” she reminded him, peering for the street signs. “You know, I’ve been thinking. Witches can make memory spells…if that’s something you want.”

      Ash was quiet for a bit while she turned down the next road. The house should be the fourth down.

      “To help me remember what happened before the foster system?” he clarified. She could see him watching her in her peripheral.

      Kenzie slowed down and parked. “Yeah, maybe it would help? But you don’t have to either. I just wanted to give you the option. I’m all about burying your past if that’s what gets you through the day.”

      Too many emotions made her uncomfortable. Kenzie wasn’t used to being there for anyone other than her sister, and Selene understood her limitations.

      She turned off the car and went to open her door but Ash pulled her back. Before she could say anything else he kissed her, slow and sweet and gentle – a contrast to everything Hunter had been and it was exactly what she needed somehow.

      Ash’s soft lips settled the weird anxiety she had left over from mentioning the memory spell. His hand brushed her cheek and for just a moment she leaned into it, taking comfort from his touch in the dark, outside a stranger’s house. It helped clear her head from the fog Hunter had left and Kenzie felt grounded.

      “Thank you,” he murmured. “No one’s offered me the choice before. I’ll definitely think about it.”

      His sincerity flustered her and she shrugged. “No big deal, just wanted to help if I could.”

      For someone who didn’t like to feel things or rather he preferred to bury them, Ash was the most romantic out of them all.

      “Ready to convince another girl to follow us into the night?” Ash asked as he got out of the car.

      Kenzie checked her charms and then pulled the gun out of the glove compartment. She wasn’t making the same mistake she had the first time. “As much as I always am. Do you think she’ll believe us?”

      “That video of what happened to the first one is always convincing,” Ash reminded her. “Let’s get this done so we can maybe get some sleep tonight.”

      As Kenzie watched those wide, muscular shoulders turn away from her she licked her lips. “Sure, sleep.” She cleared her throat and slid the gun into her shoulder holster before slipping on her pink leather jacket. “Let’s hope this one doesn’t have a dog.”

      “I’ll protect you,” Ash teased, wrapping an arm around her shoulders like he always did when they went to fetch someone new.

      The way he looked down at her…

      “You sure you’re okay?” he asked, a slight frown appearing between his brows.

      Kenzie slid her hand into his back pocket and squeezed. “Better than ever.”

      That shocked, yet pleased look on his face was something she would never forget.
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      “Fuck, why do they always cry?” she muttered, sliding into the driver’s seat.

      “Normal people cry,” Ash told her as he got in the front seat. “It’s just something they do.”

      She glanced at Ash and started the car. He wasn’t teasing her. The statement was nothing more than fact and Ash didn’t get it either, he’d just accepted it as a fact.

      After the video showing what had happened to the first girl, this one had agreed to come with them to the safe house until everything got sorted. She’d even agreed to testify and do what she could to build the case.

      But they always cried. It was always at the same time too. Right when they stood up to pack, looked around at their stuff…Kenzie never really understood it. Yes, she had packed everything she owned to take to the foxes’ den, but she could live without all of it if she had to cut and run. It wasn’t like she could haul around fancy computers and action figures while she’d been overseas.

      Kenzie just resigned herself to never understanding materialistic sentimentality.

      “Ready to go home?” she asked, signaling as she pulled out of the garage of one of their safe houses.

      He gave her an indiscernible look. “Yeah, home.”

      “Don’t you guys have another place?” she asked. “In Six Rivers territory?”

      “We have a few places,” Ash admitted. “I personally like San Francisco the best, but Six Rivers is gorgeous.”

      Kenzie wondered… “So after you ran away, what happened? When did you meet Hunter?”

      Ash chuckled and pulled out his phone, tapping out a message to the alpha fox. “Just letting Finnick and Hunter know we’re heading back into the city. I’m surprised you held out asking me for as long as you did.”

      If she was going to live with three crazy as fork foxes she wanted to know why they were so messed up. Finnick…she knew why Finnick was the way he was and the image of him crouched over dying children to give them a bit of peace from the pain before they crossed over would never leave her.

      Ash as a broken teenager mourning his girlfriend while simultaneously hating her for what she’d done…then running away. What happened after that may or may not help her get closer to him like she had with Finnick.

      Acting all weird and squirrely around each other for the next six months sounded exhausting. Kenzie just wanted to get over the awkwardness already.

      “I was barely eighteen when I ran away,” Ash admitted. “I’d graduated early with honors, but left my job and my apartment…I essentially disappeared.” He stared out the window as the streetlights passed. “No one came looking for me.”

      That quiet sentence hurt her heart. It made her wish she’d known him back then so she could go after him, so Ash would know he wasn’t alone in the world. “Where did you go?” she asked, trying to keep her voice light so he wouldn’t hear the strain.

      “I went west. When I stopped in Colorado I met a few raccoon shifters and joined up with them for a while. We stole pretty much anything you could think of to survive until we all got really good at it. I think I was in Colorado for a year?”

      “Raccoons?” Kenzie couldn’t hide the disbelief in her voice. Sometimes even she forgot how many shifters were out there. Most of them kept to themselves and they were easy to miss unless you knew what to look for.

      Ash laughed. “Yeah, raccoons. We actually still see them a few times a year. Well, one job went really bad and we got separated. I’d been shot and as we were running, hunters came after us. The others got away, but I ended up trapped in the nearby woods, bleeding and dying. Could you believe that’s when it started raining?”

      “Of course it did,” she snorted.

      “Well Hunter found me, and he didn’t ask questions. He just got me out of there and to the rendezvous point. We stayed with the raccoons for a little while longer until both of us got antsy. Sometimes I wonder if it was the universe pushing us so we could find Finnick before they killed him,” Ash mused.

      “I still can’t believe you ran with raccoons,” Kenzie snorted. “Thieving too, how typical. Steal anything good?”

      “We stole a shark once.”

      “What?” Kenzie parked behind the foxes’ house and turned to stare at Ash. “You stole a fucking shark?”

      Ash laughed at the tone in her voice. “Yeah, this dude owned a shark. We stole it and sold it for nearly ten grand.”

      “Some guy had a pet shark?” Kenzie asked in disbelief. There was no fucking way that was real. “In Colorado?”

      “Vail has a lot of weird rich people. You’d be surprised.” Ash got out of the passenger seat and gave her a wink.

      “How did you even transport it!” she yelled after him right as his door slammed closed. Goddammit. Kenzie got out of the car and scrambled after Ash.

      She stopped for a second and glanced up at the moon. One more day and it would be completely full. It must be something in her witch genetics because she was always aware of the phases of the moon, like it was some weird sixth sense.

      “Where did you keep it?” she asked, running to catch up with him. The back of the house in the dark always freaked her out. Maybe they could change the light from orange to something else less...eerie.

      Ash pressed his hand to the fancy lock and it scanned before requesting his entry code. “We kept it in one of those backyard pools. The really big ones.”

      “What kind of shark was it?”

      “Why do you want to know so bad?” Ash laughed as she tried to squeeze past him when the door opened.

      The back area of the house creeped her out for some reason she couldn’t figure out.

      “You stole a fucking shark. I have so many questions,” she told him, laughing when he went through the door at the same time she did.

      “In a rush?” he asked, pushing his shoulder against hers playfully.

      “It makes me uncomfortable to be back here at night,” she muttered, shoving back until she popped into the kitchen. “You guys need to get it cleansed or something.”

      Ash closed the door and locked it, peering out into the thick nothingness. “Well, someone died there so I’m not really surprised.”

      “What?” Kenzie froze with the refrigerator door still open, food completely forgotten. “Are you serious?”

      “How do you think we got this place? No one wanted it. Do you know how much an entire house this close to Golden Gate Park costs?”

      Kenzie slammed the door closed. “Why haven’t you guys done anything?”

      Ash turned around and frowned at the fridge. “I can make you something if you’re hungry.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not hungry anymore.”

      The fox grinned at her and somehow it was…feral. “Maybe you’re just a different kind of hungry,” he said, his steps suddenly turning into a prowl as he came toward her.

      Stepping back her spine hit the counter, Kenzie’s eyes widened.

      “What kind of hungry do you think I am?” she asked. Those blue eyes of his…fuck. She definitely wanted him. Slowly Kenzie slid off her pink jacket. “There are so many different kinds of hungry.”

      Ash stopped about a foot away from her and watched her put the jacket on the counter. “You need someone to ease that ache,” he whispered.

      The words made her heart skip a beat and Kenzie hid her nervousness by removing the shoulder holster. Pulling out the gun she placed the holster on top of her jacket. “I could be hungry for success.” Checking the weapon she removed the magazine and checked the chamber to make sure it was clear. Safety on, she set both the gun and the magazine on the counter, still easily reachable.

      “You’re hungry for a lot of things,” Ash agreed, taking another step forward. He hooked his fingers in the belt loops of her pants. “You’re a lot like a fox in that respect. I think there’s a reason you ended up mated to us.”

      Kenzie had to agree. There were too many parallels, too many things that let them fit together like they were made for each other – like perfect little puzzle pieces. What picture would they create together?

      Looking up into Ash’s eyes she could see so much of herself reflected there and her smile dropped.

      Ash was complicated, but he wanted her. He wanted her right now. But in that way he had. Ash was always quietly waiting for her to give him permission, or for her to reject him. Kenzie loved that even though these guys were totally crazy and weird by any definition of the words, they were the most respectful bastards she’d ever met in her life.

      It made her feel safe.

      It made her feel…respected.

      Hopping up on the counter she didn’t dare blink at the predator currently hunting her. “Are you hungry?” she asked him, her words quiet in the thick silence of the dark house. Kenzie spread her legs to make room for him – if he wanted.

      “Ravenous.” Those hands gripped her knees hard. “You don’t think we should wait until after our date?” Ash asked.

      Kenzie put her hands on his shoulders and studied that strong jaw and the black hair. She couldn’t resist sliding her fingers through it. Why did he always smell so good? “I’ve never been very proper.”

      And Ash made her want to leave all sense of what was right or wrong at the door and just give in to whatever it was they had between them. He was always there for her…silent, immovable, but trustworthy and respectful. He pushed her, but it was a game. Ash never crossed that line.

      He cursed and closed his eyes when she continued to play with his hair. “You sure I’m the one you want?”

      Ash.

      The one who saw everything but never said anything.

      And yet, he’d opened up to her. He’d told her what he could. He was willing to consider a memory charm – not that she cared if he used it or not, but he’d listened to her and hadn’t laughed her off or told her to mind her own fucking business.

      Running her hands down his neck she slipped them under the collar of his shirt so she could feel that silky skin of his.

      She really liked how he pushed her, but always held back just enough to give her a choice.

      “Yes. You’re who I want right now,” she murmured, slowly unbuttoning his shirt. Why was a guy so fucking hot with rolled up sleeves? “Is that all right with you?”

      His grip on her knees tightened enough to bruise as she slid down to the next button, fingers grazing his chest. “I’ve never been opposed to sharing,” Ash gritted out. “But I want to make sure when I take you the first time, it’s me you’re thinking about.”

      Kenzie looked up into his eyes and undid the last button. Sliding her hands across his chest she removed the shirt. “Just because I want to fuck Hunter doesn’t mean I don’t want you.” She shrugged and kissed his collarbone. “Isn’t that how it’s always going to be if we all decide we want this?”

      His hands were warm as he slid them along the inside of her waistband. “Well yeah, I suppose that’s true. Would you ever want…more than one of us at a time?” he asked, tilting his head to consider her.

      Did she?

      Wait, did he?

      Ash flicked the top button of her pants and slid the zipper down.

      Kenzie gasped and clutched onto his arms as he slid a hand inside her pants, fingers brushing against her swollen clit. “Would that be something you want?” she asked, barely breathing as that impenetrable gaze held her own.

      What if she could have two or three of them at the same time? Could she even handle that? Would they get weird? Dudes got so weird about stuff like that sometimes.

      His fingers maneuvered around her panties until his bare hand held her pussy and Kenzie squirmed against him, slightly embarrassed about how wet she already was.

      “I want to do whatever you want,” Ash confessed, leaning down to smell her neck. “I’ll never get tired of your scent. Thank you for getting that charm tweaked.” Then he slid a finger inside her.

      Kenzie groaned as she threw her head back when his thumb rubbed little circles against her clit. Fates it was good, but she wanted more.

      She kicked off her shoes and pulled Ash’s hand out. “I don’t want this,” she told him. “I want this.” Kenzie yanked Ash’s pants down and then her own, kicking off her jeans before leaning back to see what he would do.

      His cock was hard as a rock and massive. Kenzie liked how it looked. She liked that she affected Ash like that and she wanted him bad.

      Fates, he was beautiful.

      Then Ash grabbed her legs and pulled, but he knelt down and wrapped her legs around his shoulders.

      Kenzie gasped in shock when his hot mouth covered her and then his tongue slid inside. Her hands gripped his hair on instinct and then they were moving. Ash stood with her on his shoulders, burying his face in her as those strong hands held her back.

      Fuck, she was gonna fall if he kept that up.

      Somehow Ash managed to walk a few steps, sucking her clit as he did so. She groaned again, trying not to ride his face. “Ash, please.” Despite how good it felt, that wasn’t what Kenzie was hungry for. It wasn’t what she needed.

      Gently he set her on the dining room table, laying her down on her back. Then Ash kneaded her thighs and finally came up for air when she yelled his name. “Please what?” he asked.

      “I need you inside me,” she told him, trying to pull him up, but the bastard was so much stronger than she was.

      He stared at her, waiting for the answer he wanted to hear – he needed to hear from her.

      “I need to feel surrounded,” she confessed. “Possessed by you.”

      His answering growl was exactly what she wanted to hear. Ash spread her and pressed the head of his cock to her entrance. Then slowly, excruciatingly, he pushed inside – stretching her nearly to the breaking point.

      Kenzie cried out and reached for him when he filled her to the hilt. Ash lifted her again – she would never get used to how strong they all were – and wrapped his arms around her body so they were upright.

      When he turned and pressed her up against the wall she sighed. His entire body covered hers as he thrust into her. Yes, this was exactly what she’d wanted.

      Raking her fingers over his shoulders she urged him on, meeting him thrust for thrust. His face was in her throat and she trailed her fingers over the back of his neck. Breathing hard she grabbed his face and kissed him.

      Kissing Ash was like…like a drink of cool water on a hot day. He didn’t try to dominate her like Hunter and he wasn’t playful like Finnick.

      But he did possess her. He possessed her mouth, filling it with his tongue when she parted her lips, filling her pussy just like she’d asked. Each stroke filled her completely before he pulled out to do it all over again.

      Somehow the rhythm of his kiss matched the pace of his hips and she gripped him hard as the sensation built on all the teasing over the last few days until she was ready to lose her fucking mind.

      Kenzie pulled back and stared into Ash’s blue eyes.

      He only blinked once, but when she held his gaze there was a strange shift between them.

      For a split second it felt like she could feel the clench of her pussy on his dick as if it were her own. She could feel the emotions swirling inside him despite the way he just stared at her – no smile, no nothing.

      Just those endless blue eyes that were a reflection of her own.

      So many emotions and she drowned in them.

      The way he felt about her made her heart ache. The way she made him feel – like he’d finally found a permanent home…

      “Ash,” she gasped, holding on tight as he thrust inside again and it sent her right over the edge. “Oh Ash.”

      She could feel how his name on her lips made him want to hold her forever as he growled, fingers rough and digging into her hips – just to keep from biting her hard enough to draw blood.

      “Kenzie,” he breathed. Then he kissed her, pressing into her one last time.

      She shuddered when he came, feeling her legs shake as the aftershocks of the orgasm rippled through her with every movement.

      Yes, that was exactly what she’d needed.

      Breathing hard and trying to catch her breath, she ran her hand over Ash’s hair again and again in a soothing rhythm. It was as much for her as it was for him. Her other arm wrapped around his neck tight, holding on and helping with her weight as much as she could.

      “Ash,” she murmured.

      This was how she could comfort him, how she could show him what she felt. All those words became unnecessary when it was so much easier to show him with her body while the mate bond opened her heart and soul to him as it did for her.

      Ash carried them both to the bathroom and stepped into the shower, still deep inside her and with their clothes on. She hissed as the cold water hit her back and then it was gloriously hot.

      “Thank you, Ash.”

      “What do you have to thank me for?” he asked, holding her under the spray as it soaked her clothes and her hair until it stuck to her skin.

      “Everything,” she whispered.

      He didn’t press for more of an explanation. Ash just held her until he was soft enough to slide out. The fox never used unnecessary words and Kenzie appreciated that.

      “Is that your phone?” he finally asked after a few moments of blissful silence.

      “Hm?” she asked, almost asleep in his arms.

      “Is that obnoxious ring tone yours?”

      “Barbie Girl isn’t obnoxious.”

      Ash laughed and set her down before leaving the shower.

      She stripped off her wet clothes and started cleaning up. Between the hot water and Ash, she felt more relaxed than she could ever remember feeling before.

      “Kenzie!”

      The urgency in Ash’s voice instantly sent a shot of adrenaline straight into her bloodstream. Kenzie’s eyes snapped open and she dropped the bar of soap, nearly slipping and smashing her face on everything in the bathroom.

      “Finnick and Hunter need back up. A group of ravens have them pinned. The girl is still alive. For now.”

      She was already running to her room. Clothes, she needed dry clothes.

      Her heart pounded as she got dressed in a rush.

      Those two better fucking stay alive until she could get there.

      “Let’s go!” Kenzie grabbed her gun on the way out, charms on her bracelet clicking together as she rattled them for peace of mind.

      She couldn’t lose Finnick and Hunter.

      She wouldn’t.

      Kenzie refused.
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      Hunter was fucking sick and tired of these goddamn ravens.

      On a normal day he’d offer one a cold drink. Scavengers had to stick together after all.

      But they were making his life fucking difficult and Hunter hated difficult.

      “How much longer until they get here?” Finnick asked.

      “Oh my god, are we going to die?” the girl whined, holding on to Hunter like he would pick her up and fly her out of there.

      He was no one’s hero.

      Annoyed he shoved her toward Finnick and peered around the van. Damn assassins had slit all his tires. “We might if you don’t shut up,” Hunter muttered, straining to listen for any movement at all.

      On a professional level he gave the birds kudos. They worked well as a team and all of them managed to stay absolutely silent, unlike this woman who was giving the assassins their location at every opportunity.

      “Ash sent a text that they were a few minutes out,” Hunter whispered, too quiet for the girl or the ravens to hear.

      “Why do they never live in the city?” Finnick muttered.

      Hunter didn’t bother to respond when the answer was obvious.

      Bullets sprayed the van and Hunter ducked while Finnick shielded the girl with his body.

      This was why he hadn’t wanted to split everyone up. You never split up the group. Four people in one location meant two cars which meant more than one option for escape. Two people could guard the girl and each other while the other two took out the assassins.

      But no.

      Kenzie had suggested they split up in pairs so they could save more of them.

      And he had agreed. Despite the fact that he knew, he knew separating would make them all weaker and potentially put them in danger. This was his fuck up, but Kenzie had sway over his common sense and that pissed him off. He hadn’t given her permission to fuck with his mind like that.

      When had he even started conceding to her every whim?

      Fuck, she was making him stupid.

      Hunter gave Finnick a look and the other fox gave him a nod. Then Hunter shifted into a fox while the girl buried her face into Finnick’s shoulder.

      He crawled under the van in his fox form so he could get a better vantage point, his clothes slipping off into a pile. Hunter slunk from shadow to shadow, furious that this simple mission had gone sideways. He was furious he’d given in to Kenzie.

      But she was his mate and apparently that made his brain dumber than a box of hair.

      Then this annoying female they were supposed to save was fucking useless, making everything a thousand times more difficult than it needed to be.

      Did they really need to save this one?

      Without even having Kenzie anywhere near him he could picture that judgy little face that made him hard as a rock. He snorted his annoyance. Of course he had to save this one even though she was somehow worse than people who eat with their mouth open.

      There was one of the ravens.

      Hunter pounced, teeth sliding into the raven’s neck before the assassin could set off any kind of alarm. Three more by his count, maybe more.

      More bullets sprayed the van and he heard Finnick’s bark of pain.

      Hunter swallowed his snarl. His pack mate was injured.

      Weaving through the trees he found the second raven, nothing but vengeance and payback on his mind.

      It was nothing to shift into a human just long enough to snap their neck before shifting back into his fox form.

      “Kevin?” a female voice asked over the dead raven’s watch.

      Hunter’s ears perked up and he tilted his head as he studied the device. A female?

      Interesting.

      He shifted back into a human. “Kevin is dead,” he said flatly.

      Silence.

      He could smell Finnick’s blood from where he was and Hunter bared his teeth in a silent snarl. Shifter healing would keep him alive and Finnick was decent at first aid, but the kit was in the car. Hunter needed to handle things. Now.

      “Who is this?” the female raven finally asked.

      Hm, so she was curious about him as well. “I’m the monster they called to protect these women from an even bigger monster.”

      He could practically sense her hesitation, even over the walkie-talkie function. Maybe he could use her.

      “Tell me why.”

      Her voice was just as dead as his. It made Hunter smile to find another like him.

      “My mate asked me to,” he muttered in annoyance. Given a choice Hunter would have left her for dead the second things went sideways. Only Finnick mattered to him, but there was a tug on something deep inside. He’d say it was a conscience if he had one.

      Hunter hated that Kenzie had this kind of control over him, even when she wasn’t here. He didn’t understand it.

      His sensitive ears picked up the raven’s location, but there was no sound of her reloading her weapon.

      “Why do they need protection?” she asked.

      Did the ravens not know why they were hired? How idiotic.

      “Bradley Davis sexually assaulted or raped them. Now he wants to kill them to keep them from talking.”

      “Not my problem,” she said.

      There she was. Hunter ripped the watch off the dead raven. “Then why ask about it at all?”

      Shifting into his fox form he heard a car approaching at breakneck speed. Kenzie must be driving.

      Slinking through the trees, Hunter kept silent until he was right behind the raven. Her long brown hair was tied back and she was staring at the destroyed van.

      “Maybe you should ask next time before taking a job.”

      She whipped around with a blade in her hand. It was against his neck so fast even Hunter couldn’t have stopped her. But she didn’t move, just studied him.

      “I did ask. I was lied to.”

      Hunter shrugged. “You injured my pack mate. I should kill you.”

      Flipping the knife she slid it back into place and smiled wide. He tilted his head again and narrowed his eyes. This one was dangerous and unpredictable. He grinned back, showing his canines – challenging her.

      “I’d like to see you try,” she said. “But I’ll tell my flock and get them to cancel the agreement. The other flocks though? It’s a lot of money. Good luck with your little hero act.”

      He still wanted to kill her, but…not as much. “You injured my pack mate,” he repeated.

      She slipped her hand into a pocket and every muscle in Hunter’s body tensed. “Here’s a token. Ask for Emily. Once you cash it in the debt’s repaid.”

      A blood token. Hunter took it and rolled it over his knuckles. They were extremely rare and ravens always settled debts. She’d basically handed him a carte blanche request. He could call in any favor and she would do it. An assassin owing him was extremely valuable.

      “You should ask your Guardian why you’re taking jobs like this…unless you really don’t care,” Hunter told her.

      “I’m an assassin,” Emily scoffed. “You think I have feelings? That’s adorable. Now get your mate before the others take them out.”

      Then she disappeared and Hunter was already in his fox form, token in his mouth. He sprinted through the small bit of woods near the girl’s house toward Kenzie and Finnick. Blood on the night air raised his hackles.

      Skidding around the van he snarled around the token, taking everything in. Ash was already moving Finnick and Kenzie had the girl in the car.

      Good. If he never had to talk to that woman again it would be too soon.

      Then he was back in his human form and pulling on his pants, ready to give Kenzie a piece of his mind. All this was her fault. She was the reason he’d made the idiotic decision to split up their team. The other ravens meant it had to wait, but…

      “Are you okay?” Kenzie asked, rushing up to him. She ran her hands over his skin and instantly Hunter froze.

      Why did this always happen?

      Every time she was near him he lost all sense of what made him what he was. Every time she touched him or was near him it threw him off kilter. He felt his anger at her dissolve and change – making him furious he couldn’t really be mad at her. After all, it wasn’t her fault she had this kind of control over him.

      Kenzie made him feel things he didn’t understand.

      All he knew was he didn’t want to be a monster to her.

      No.

      Hunter wanted to be a monster for her.

      He would do anything for her – anything she asked of him, anything he had to do to keep her safe and happy…and there was no line he wouldn’t cross for her. That made her infinitely dangerous.

      “I’m fine,” he snapped. “We need to get out of here before the rest of the ravens get a good shot off,” he said, more annoyance in his tone than he usually allowed himself to express.

      The breath of relief she let out settled him even further. Kenzie cared about him, she worried for him. Now Hunter wanted to pull her into his arms to comfort her but he resisted, already annoyed he wasn’t going to yell at her. Instead he manhandled her into the car, buckling her into her seat while gritting his teeth.

      He wanted to be mad at her. It would make things so much easier. Anger was so much easier than whatever this bullshit was. Kenzie addled his fucking mind. Somehow she made his anger into something else, into…kindness.

      Hunter felt like he was losing complete control. It terrified him and Hunter never let fear rule him so he turned it into fury. That he could control.

      The rocks on his bare feet didn’t even register as he tossed the rest of his shit into the car, tucking the token into his pocket. They needed to get to a safehouse. Now.

      A rustle in the trees, and then he heard that tell-tale click.

      Hunter moved but he was too slow and grunted as the bullet lodged into his shoulder.

      Kenzie’s scream was all he heard over the other noises in the night.

      The pain didn’t even register as that fury rode him hard. She was screaming for him, terrified, and Hunter hated the way it pulled at him. He was the one who decided when and how he felt about things dammit.

      It took him barely a second to jump in the car and turn the keys that were already in the ignition. Blood streamed down his chest but he ignored it like he did the pain. It felt like nothing as he buried the sharp sting down deep and glanced behind him to see Ash rifling through their extensive first aid kit.

      Finnick pressed gauze to his wound and gave Hunter a nod. He would survive. Neither of the other foxes bothered to ask if he was okay. Ash tossed Kenzie some supplies, but Hunter ignored them all, focusing on getting them out of there without any more injuries.

      At least Kenzie had stopped saying his name like she might die if he did. Hunter didn’t like how it made him feel.

      He tried to shove it down like he always did but it was getting harder and harder.

      Gravel sprayed everywhere as Hunter flipped the vehicle around, annoyed they’d brought his Jeep. Now he had to get rid of it.

      Fuck, couldn’t anything go right tonight?

      “Move,” Kenzie snapped, pulling the girl out of the front seat.

      Hunter kept his eyes on the road even as his entire body was aware of everything Kenzie did. Glancing at the hole in his shoulder he wrinkled his nose at the smell of blood in the car. It choked him even as he could smell the dangerous tang of silver.

      Rolling the window down so the cool night could cleanse the air he took a deep breath.

      Then he eyed Kenzie who was pressing gauze to his shoulder.

      “We shouldn’t have split up,” he gritted out, hiding his wince when she poked at him. It was the first time the pain had even registered.

      “The bullet’s still in there,” she muttered, ignoring his anger which only pissed him off more. Kenzie knew how to get under his skin like no one else. “Someone’s gonna have to dig it out before you heal. You need to pull over Hunter.”

      “We can’t pull over!” that stupid girl screeched. “Those killers are probably right behind us.”

      “Ash, can you please shut her up before I do?” Hunter said with deadly calm.

      The other fox nodded and Hunter watched as he chloroformed her. Kenzie’s eyes widened as she took it all in, but then she shook her head and pressed the gauze into his shoulder even harder. Ash caught the girl before she hit the floor, Hunter wouldn’t have bothered to soften her fall.

      The pressure against his wound hurt enough he hissed in a breath and growled at Kenzie.

      “Then pull over!”

      Fuck.

      Hunter swerved into the darkness, letting the Jeep roll through the rough terrain until he couldn’t see the road anymore. Even now he was giving in to her against his better judgement. He was fucking pissed. Slamming to a stop he pulled the emergency brake and got out of the Jeep.

      Pacing would help.

      Breathing in deep, and then letting it out, he prowled back and forth.

      His anger was a living breathing thing. It begged him to lose control one more time, just one more time. Hunter slammed his fist into the door of his Jeep.

      But he couldn’t afford to lose it. Despite how mad he was, the last thing Hunter wanted to do was lose control and hurt Kenzie – his mate. She was making him lose his damn mind – go against instincts and common sense he’d used his whole life.

      Hunter wanted to hate her for it, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to.

      He snarled again when he scented Kenzie and whipped around, pushing everything down deep until his face was blank once more. His control was fractured. She never should have seen him slip.

      Kenzie stared at him and Hunter wanted to rage at her – knowing she’d seen the rage he always kept hidden – the true horror under his mask, and he had no idea what she thought of it. He wanted to scream ‘I told you I’m a monster’ loud enough everyone in the world could hear him.

      Clenching his hands into fists was all he allowed himself.

      “Let me get the bullet out, and then you can yell at me if that’s what will make you feel better,” she said, keeping her voice low and calm.

      Not a drop of fear on the air.

      Hunter narrowed his eyes and watched her approach him like he was nothing more than a wounded animal. He bared his teeth in annoyance and amusement. Having a human brain didn’t make him any less of an animal.

      But he didn’t move as she approached. He didn’t flinch or jerk away when she poured alcohol over her hands. Hunter clenched his jaw when she whispered an apology and then shoved her fingers into the hole.

      The pain lanced through him, making spots appear behind his eyes.

      “Got it,” she murmured, getting closer than necessary as she cleaned up the blood that poured down his chest. “The bullet was silver. You should be able to heal now.”

      With the bullet gone part of his irritation disappeared and he took the moment to really study Kenzie. Because despite how he’d been acting she wasn’t afraid of him. Not even a little bit. And that alone settled most of his anger. The universe had known he’d needed someone like her, Hunter supposed. No one else would come near him right now, not Ash nor Finnick.

      Even in the dark her hair glowed. Kenzie was positively radiant under the nearly full moon.

      When she started bandaging him he took the time and considered the effect she had on him. Hunter couldn’t deny his reaction to her anymore. This female had total control over him and he had to accept it. Even if he didn’t like it.

      Because he wasn’t willing to lose her to regain what he’d been before her. Hunter was a cold-blooded killer – a monster who cared for only two people in the entire universe.

      Now it was three.

      Somehow Kenzie had endeared herself to him. Her unwavering bravery, her lack of fear, and the way she accepted him as he was…Hunter couldn’t give up the way he felt around her. The way she made him…happy.

      Strange. He couldn’t recall feeling something so trivial before.

      Either way, he had to decide right now if she was worth it. If Kenzie was worth giving up his edge for. Because he couldn’t afford more mistakes like the ones he’d made tonight.

      If Hunter agreed to this bond he would be hers completely. There was no halfway with him. It was all or nothing. Once he gave in…he would do literally anything for her. That’s the kind of person he was. And he didn’t give a shit about the world.

      That made her a threat in a way. If she held his leash, she controlled a monster. Would Kenzie ever ask him to do something he couldn’t live with?

      She reached up and Hunter grabbed her wrist, staring into those crystal blue eyes.

      Kenzie would never hurt him. She would never hurt Ash or Finnick. But anything else? He would do for her with a smile. He could live with that.

      “Hunter?”

      Fuck. His name on her lips somehow asked so many questions. She was asking if he was all right without wasting unnecessary words. It also sounded like a plea. She was begging to let her take care of him – she needed this.

      But what Kenzie didn’t understand was that he needed to kill or fuck something, right now.

      Finnick had been hurt under his watch. The fox would live, but his judgement call had gotten the other fox shot. He’d had to call in Ash and Kenzie, putting them in danger too. And for what? For a fucking girl he couldn’t stand.

      Kenzie watched him, waiting for him to figure out whatever it was he needed to in that moment. His grip on her wrist tightened as he finally understood.

      He needed her.

      She may fuck with his mind, but she also grounded him in a way he’d never experienced before. Hunter had never had a moral compass. But now Kenzie was the center of his universe and he had no idea when that had even happened. Every little thing he did in the last few weeks was for her.

      He should have fucked her in the gym.

      Life was too short to play games, but the games were what made life worth living.

      Could he take her right now?

      Somehow she must have sensed what he was thinking because her heart rate shot up as did her breathing.

      No. He wouldn’t take her yet.

      Now that he’d decided he wanted the mate bond he wanted to make her beg for it.

      That was a far better game.

      “I want to cook you dinner,” he said.

      She blinked, no doubt confused how he’d gone from raging mad to this, but Kenzie would figure it out eventually.

      Out of everyone in the universe, Hunter knew she was the only one who could.

      “Sure, you can cook me whatever you want,” Kenzie said, her words low and soothing. “Can I finish patching you up so we can take this bitch to the safe house and go home?”

      Home.

      Hunter tilted his head and studied her. Kenzie had said home.

      His den was now her home and that pleased him more than he would ever admit.

      The remaining rage and need he had melted away and he settled in to play the long game.

      Releasing her wrist he grabbed the back of her neck and yanked her forward roughly, crushing her mouth with his, shoving his tongue between her lips, tasting that burnt sugar and fire he desperately craved – needed, possessing her and giving her a silent promise.

      Then he released her and Hunter felt that ripple of pleasure wash through him as she stumbled, slightly dazed.

      Kenzie may not understand what he was promising yet, but she would. Hunter would never leave her, no matter what happened, no matter what she decided. He would always be there for her in whatever way she needed him – as a friend, as a lover…it didn’t matter.

      Because he’d decided.

      “You can finish, mate,” Hunter said, watching as she tied off the bandage.

      He couldn’t wait for her to figure out the game.
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      “Kenzie, are you even paying attention?” Selene demanded.

      The snap in her sister’s voice made Kenzie jump, startled out of her reverie. Coffee sloshed over the side of her cup and Selene sighed, taking the mug from her.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” Her sister placed the cup on the table carefully and then leaned over to see what was on Kenzie’s computer screen. “You look like shit. What happened last night?”

      “Finnick and Hunter got shot.” Kenzie couldn’t stop thinking about it. She couldn’t shove down the sensation of Hunter’s slick blood all over her fingers or the way the silver bullet had made his body literally smoke, and the whole time he was too mad at her to even notice it.

      “Oh Fates, are you okay?” Selene asked, looking for signs of injury. “Are they okay?”

      “The ravens used silver,” she muttered, flipping through everything she currently had up on her screens. “But Hunter said one flock plans to back off. We’ll see though.”

      Her sister shook her head and went back to grinding up something pleasantly pungent. “I don’t like you putting yourself in so much danger and I miss you, but I get it.”

      Swinging her chair around Kenzie watched her sister work her magic with the skill and ease of a witch three times her age. “I miss you too, S. It’s weird not being in the same house.”

      “The only benefit of living in a hotel while we wait for the repairs to finish is I don’t have to share any space with Martha,” Selene said, smiling slightly. “I haven’t had to deal with her or her parents outside the coven since. I get why humans don’t live with their families now.”

      Kenzie got it too, even if it was weird. “How’s Edith?” She should invite her grandmother and Selene over for dinner. That could be nice. Or the worst idea ever. It was always a tossup with her family.

      Throwing the foxes into the mix didn’t help matters either.

      “Oh you know, enjoying the most expensive hotel money can buy. She’s been dealing with the authorities and insurance. Humans don’t like dealing with me since I’m so young. It’s easier this way.” Selene shrugged her shoulder and considered one of the grimoires. “At least our spell books survived.”

      It wasn’t what Kenzie cared about, but she also couldn’t do magic. “I have most of them backed up anyway. How are the wards coming along?”

      “Should have something to test soon. You have the system ready to go?”

      Kenzie nodded. “I’ll just use something similar to what we created for my workroom and tweak it from there. Have you got any more information about who might have broken into Samuel’s warehouses with a damn demon?”

      Her sister stopped stirring to look up and arch an eyebrow at Kenzie. “Have you heard anything from your demon godfather who I knew nothing about?”

      “To be fair, I didn’t know anything about him either.” Kenzie pulled out her tablet and studied the schematics for the warding system. It would be heavy duty – protecting against anything human or paranormal. “Who do you think wants to take down the Alpha of the West Coast Pride?”

      “The Alpha of the East Coast Pride?” Selene offered.

      “Nah, too easy.” Kenzie wished she could figure it out. It was like one of those wooden puzzle boxes. Her brain wanted to work on the mystery until she unlocked it and found the prize inside, but it wasn’t as simple as moving a few pieces around. “You don’t think it’s a witch do you?”

      Selene was quiet as she carefully measured one of her more volatile ingredients and then she set it aside so she could lean back and run her fingers through her black hair. Kenzie watched her sister, so proud of the woman she’d become.

      Somehow after all the years of dealing with the coven, her sister hadn’t turned out to be the bitch Kenzie knew she so easily could have been. Now she was a woman with power and she used it wisely. Not only that, she was smart as hell and generally a nicer person than Kenzie could ever be.

      And here she was, comfortably working in a foxes’ den. Selene would help break down the stigma between shifters and witches one way or another. Kenzie just wasn’t sure how yet. Still…putting aside everything the witch community had taught her – Selene was trusting shifters, fox shifters.

      It was a big deal even if it didn’t seem like it.

      “I don’t think it’s a witch,” Selene finally said. “And I don’t think it’s Brad. He’s too busy dealing with you and your foxes. It’s been a while since the fae have been involved in anything. They’re the only ones who have the power to deal with a demon without binding them. And then there’s the competition factor. Samuel is encroaching on something they’ve been working toward ever since humanity started polluting this planet. But the fact that they would be more inclined to work with him is why I haven’t called it.”

      “I’ve been thinking the same,” Kenzie agreed, turning back to her computers. She’d managed to hack into Council files and had been poking around all day.

      And yes, the Jesse James had been a hunter. Now Kenzie wanted to meet Jessica bad enough she’d considered asking Samuel for the favor. The Council had a list of his enchanted items and Kenzie really wanted to see the spurs.

      The whole thing reminded her of one of her favorite animes.

      “The Council has a list of the most dangerous paranormals, did you know that?” Kenzie asked, not really expecting her sister to answer. “They’re not even ranked by whether or not they’re criminals. It’s just a list of all of them in the order of most to least damaging. There’s a whole section labeled ‘world ending.’”

      “How is that helping?” Selene asked. “I’m sitting here doing all the work. The least you could do is get us food.”

      “It’s useful information, S. You never know when you might need to avoid someone. Some of the smaller shifters are pretty high on this list for what they call ‘destructiveness.’ I wonder what that means.”

      “Someone might have a grudge against a white tiger?” Selene asked, carefully pouring the liquid into the bowl which filled the room with a smell that wasn’t of this earth.

      Kenzie wrinkled her nose. “That’s what I’m looking for. A lion shifter would be too obvious right? He’s the Alpha of the American Plains Pride.”

      “Way too obvious.”

      “What if the demon was working with other demons?” Kenzie asked, scrolling through the ‘demon’ section. She paused when she saw Eisheth. There was so little in his file. “That wouldn’t make any sense though. Demons don’t give a fuck about shit like that. Well, normally they don’t.”

      “It’s the fae or a witch,” Selene said with confidence. “We’re the only ones with enough power to work with a demon. Per your foxes he didn’t seem coerced which means he wasn’t bound.”

      The fucking fae. Kenzie really hoped it wasn’t the fae. No one liked dealing with them. Their race was older than everyone except the angels and the demons. “You’re sure it can’t be a vampire?”

      “They don’t play the same power games as the fae and witches,” Hunter said as he came into her office carrying a bag of something that smelled absolutely divine. “I brought home Indian food.”

      “Yes, my favorite,” Selene said, taking the bag from him.

      Hunter looked just as surprised as Kenzie felt at her sister’s reaction. But working magic made her hungry and a hungry Selene meant she didn’t care about all the normal stuff.

      Her sister started pulling everything out and setting it on the empty desk while Kenzie watched Hunter stare at her. Last night was still branded vividly into her memory. She doubted she would ever forget the way he’d yanked them off the road so she could patch him up before they crashed.

      Or the way he’d looked at her like he was going to fuck her right then and there against a tree in front of everyone.

      “How was work?” Kenzie asked, trying to cut the sexual tension with something mundane.

      Hunter slid his hands into his pockets, still watching her. “It was tedious as expected, but the bug is planted. I should have everything I need from Bradley’s personal computers in the next few days.”

      “That’s good. We can start working on the other stuff while we finish off the list of victims.”

      “How many have died?” Selene asked as she arranged everything on two plates.

      “Do you really want to know?” Hunter asked.

      Kenzie took the plate from her sister. The fox sounded like a jerk, but knowing him he was trying to protect Selene.

      “Yes, I really do,” Selene told him. “And thank you for the food.”

      Hunter’s intense gaze finally slid from Kenzie to Selene. “You’re welcome. And so far twenty-five are dead. We’ve saved fourteen. I think we need to call in backup.”

      Each night Brad managed to find more of them before they could.

      Kenzie paused mid-bite to stare at Hunter. “Who could you possibly have to call for such a thing?”

      “Well, they’re not foxes if that’s what you think,” Hunter told her. He grabbed one of the office chairs and sat down, pulling up to make his own plate.

      Selene glanced at Kenzie and she shrugged. Kenzie never knew what Hunter was going to do or why, but it was weird that he was going to sit down and eat with them and be…social.

      There was a moment the night before when he’d snatched her wrist. He’d been quiet for so long as he’d stared at her and then suddenly Kenzie had felt it. A shift. Hunter had decided something and she had no idea what it was.

      It made her fucking nervous and yet at the same time…

      He wanted to cook her something. Hunter said he only cooked on special occasions. Which meant this would be special to him.

      Kenzie had no idea how that would go, but she wanted it. She wanted to see what Hunter would do for her.

      “Then who?” Selene asked, and she sounded genuinely curious.

      She sat back and studied her sister who was actively trying to connect to one of Kenzie’s mates. If they all accepted the bond then they would be family…Selene was trying.

      It made Kenzie feel choked up. She shoveled food in her mouth so she wouldn’t have to think about it.

      “Well, they’re Ash’s friends from Colorado. But they’re more than capable,” Hunter assured Selene.

      “The raccoons?” Kenzie asked in disbelief, covering her mouth so she could ask around her food.

      “They are raccoon shifters, yes,” Hunter conceded as he carefully placed some food on the naan bread. “But I trust them.”

      “Did Ash tell you they stole a fucking shark?” Kenzie asked, trying not to laugh. If she started she wouldn’t be able to stop and she’d end up spitting food everywhere.

      Hunter smiled slightly. “Yes, I remember though I think they stole a beach too.”

      “How do you steal a beach?” Selene asked with a laugh.

      “You take all the sand from the beach. They made a lot of money selling it to resorts from what I heard,” Hunter said, taking a bite.

      Kenzie snorted and slapped her hand over her mouth to keep the food in. She refused to waste Indian food.

      Somehow she could just picture Ash with a bunch of raccoons, scurrying around with giant bags of sand.

      “I’ll have Ash call them. Don’t you have a date with him tonight?” Hunter asked.

      Kenzie checked her new watch Selene had enchanted that morning. “Yeah, he said around eight.”

      “Do you know what he has planned?” Selene asked, dipping her naan in the curry.

      “No idea, but I’m supposed to wear something sexy.”

      Butterflies started fluttering in her stomach and Kenzie couldn’t help but remember the way he’d taken her the night before. She licked her lips. Kenzie really hoped they’d be able to do that again soon.

      Finnick had been busy all day and she’d been worried about his wound. Kenzie had spent the entire night curled around her fiery fox as he healed while Finnick cracked jokes about being the little spoon all the way up until the moment he’d fallen asleep, just a few minutes before the sun had risen.

      She’d only gotten two hours of sleep before Selene had knocked on the door, ready to work.

      Honestly Kenzie didn’t know where Ash or Finnick were at the moment, or what they were doing, but she hadn’t seen either of them all day.

      Selene finished her food and rolled the chair over to her table with the potions. “Want to come test my ward?” she asked Hunter.

      Kenzie watched them interact and despite Hunter’s lack of basic manners and human decency, he was infinitely patient with Selene as she asked him to get shocked over and over by the spell.

      If Hunter and Selene could work together…Kenzie felt like anything was possible.

      “Hey babe,” Finnick said, eyeing Hunter and Selene as he walked into her office. He gave her a kiss on the top of her head before placing his hands on her shoulders. Finnick massaged her sore muscles while he watched her sister and Hunter.

      For someone who said he’d never been in an actual relationship before, Finnick was the perfect boyfriend. He was attentive and loving and somehow he always knew exactly what she needed.

      Kenzie leaned back into him, enjoying the warmth of his body in the air-conditioned room. “How are you feeling?” she asked, trying not to think about the bullet wound that had been so close to his kidney. Even shifters would have had a problem with that, especially from a silver bullet.

      “Good as new,” he murmured. “Did you pick out what you’re going to wear tonight?”

      “All of you are nosy as hell,” she teased. But secretly she loved how supportive they were of each other.

      All the foxes were each other’s wing man and they didn’t care that it was for the same girl. It made accepting three mates a whole lot easier when she didn’t have to fight to convince them this was a good idea.

      Especially since Kenzie had never expected to be mated in the first place.

      She’d honestly never planned to get married let alone settle down and talk about kids like Finnick had mentioned. Did she even want kids? Kenzie had no idea. After everything…her life had revolved around Selene.

      The concept of her own life was still weird and foreign and would take some getting used to.

      “So you have no idea what you’re wearing,” Finnick said with a laugh. “Got it. Well, I know what Ash likes. Want me to help you find something in your disaster of a room?”

      She glared up at him. “I just moved in. If it bothers you so much you fix it.”

      Hunter glanced at them, but stuck his hand back into the potion when Selene asked him to. Kenzie tried not to laugh when he flinched.

      Finnick twirled her around in the chair and crouched down so they were eye level. “Maybe I will organize all your shit.” He pulled her forward until she was close enough to kiss. “Then I can see all your underwear and know what to shop for.”

      “You’re despicable.” But there was no heat to the words as she waited breathlessly for him to kiss her, all her attention zeroing in on that sassy mouth of his.

      When Finnick finally did brush his lips against hers, it wasn’t the kind of sexy that made her want to rip his clothes off, but it did make her wrap her arms around him, taking comfort in his touch, letting it ground her as she felt that bond between them strengthen just a little bit more.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow,” Selene said loud enough to break through the fog Finnick always put her in. “I hope the date goes well.”

      Hunter went back to eating like he hadn’t just been shocked twenty different times.

      Kenzie got up and hugged her sister. Selene pulled back with a smile and studied her face like she always did when she was worried, but this time she looked pleased. “You seem really happy here, Kenz. I’m glad this is working for you.” Selene kissed her cheek. “I’ll show myself out.”

      Somehow even though she’d moved away from her family’s house, Kenzie felt like she’d gained so much without losing anything at all.

      “Come on, babe,” Finnick said, giving Hunter a wink. “Let’s get you all dolled up.”
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      “I think you should wear this,” Finnick said, holding up one of her tight black dresses. It wasn’t as insane as the dress she’d worn to meet with Samuel but it was close.

      “I’d rather wear something with a bit of color,” she said, flicking through the clothes in the closet. “Does it have to be a dress?”

      “No, but it has to accentuate your ass.” Finnick smacked her hard enough it stung.

      Kenzie whipped around and smacked his shoulder in retaliation and he laughed, jumping back to the other side of the closet. “You’re not an ass guy?” she asked, keeping one eye on the fox as she kept looking.

      So many clothes and it always felt like she had nothing to wear.

      “I’m an everything guy. What about this?”

      She looked over to see Finnick holding up a silver dress she didn’t mind so much. “I hate dresses,” she confessed.

      Finnick chuckled. “Then why do you have so many of them?”

      She sighed and flopped down on the cute bench at the foot of her bed. “My family insists when we go to events that I look presentable. Apparently that means a dress and heels. So I wear the most curve-hugging ones I can find just to fuck with them.”

      He put the dress back and considered her wardrobe. “You don’t have to wear a dress. I’m sure some tight-as-fuck jeans with a pair of killer heels would look just as amazing on you. I swear, Kenzie. You could wear nothing and look fucking gorgeous.”

      That made her smile and settled some of her nerves. They still hadn’t seen or heard from Ash and they had about an hour until their date. Kenzie was trying not to think about it too much. “That’s because you’d rather I was naked all the time,” she teased.

      Finnick came over and sat down, leaning over to kiss her neck. “That’s definitely true.” His teeth raked against the sensitive skin and Kenzie angled her neck to give him better access. “I’ve wanted to see you naked again, but you’ve been busy.”

      “You’ve been busy,” she said, pushing him away, but not hard enough to actually move him. “What were you doing all day?”

      “Making sure we have all Brad’s financial information,” he said, kissing her right under the earlobe. “Gotta make sure that when he goes down he doesn’t have a nest egg hiding somewhere.”

      Oh.

      He sniffed and slipped his fingers into her pocket. “What’s this?” Finnick asked, inspecting the small blue marble.

      “Be careful with that.” Kenzie gently took it from him and got up to rummage in one of the boxes near her vanity. “Selene made a memory charm for me to give to Ash.”

      It had taken her sister all of five seconds, but Kenzie would never forget the favor. Now Ash could take it or not, but he had the choice. And sometimes all that was needed to conquer demons was a choice.

      “You got him a memory charm?” Finnick asked in disbelief. “That’s…more thoughtful than I’ve ever been. It never even occurred to me he might want one.”

      She chuckled and placed the charm in one of her empty jewelry boxes. It looked like an engagement ring when she closed the box and set it on the table. “I may not be a witch, but I live with them. It’s easy to turn to magic for the answer to everything.”

      “You’re still a witch,” Finnick snapped. “Just because you can’t do magic doesn’t make you less magical. Stop putting yourself down.”

      Kenzie turned and arched a brow at him.

      Never had she heard Finnick lose his temper quite like that before. “Something bothering you?” she asked. Was he finally getting jealous?

      Finnick crossed his arms over his chest and glared. “I want to murder your family and you won’t let me.”

      For some reason that made her laugh. “I thought about inviting Edith and Selene over for dinner at some point. It would be the perfect opportunity for murder.”

      She could practically feel him roll his eyes through their bond.

      “You know I love Gram-Gram. She could always move in with us too.”

      “Careful, she might actually take you up on that offer,” Kenzie teased.

      “I still think you should wear the black dress. It makes your hair stand out,” Finnick murmured into her ear, wrapping his arms around her.

      She leaned back into him and closed her eyes. Finnick always managed to find a way to comfort her and settle her nerves. He’d been doing it since day one, and managed to hit the bullseye every time. Just like he had on their date.

      How was he so attuned to her?

      Kenzie turned around and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Okay, I’ll wear the black one.”

      The way he grinned down at her…Kenzie’s heart started racing and she studied those green eyes, wondering…was she the only one?

      “Can you feel what I feel?” she whispered, feeling stupid for even asking.

      “What you’re actually feeling, or some abstract thing I’m supposed to pick up on per a woman?” Finnick asked as he helped her out of her shirt.

      Kenzie let him lift it over her head and watched as he tossed it into the hamper. “What I actually feel, you doofus.” She lifted up the hem of his shirt, exposing his abs.

      Finnick gave her a goofy smile and held his arms up so she could remove the fabric completely. “Sometimes. Like right now I can feel how nervous you are about this date, but I can also feel it lessening as you undress me.”

      She snorted, unbuttoning his pants next. “You’re good at distracting me and I’ve missed you.”

      The weird thing was – she did miss him. Kenzie hadn’t had a moment alone with Finnick to take advantage of him again and she ached. She ached for his touch, for his cock to fill her, and for those sweet kisses and gentle hands he had when he just let himself love her.

      Sleeping with Ash – that had been wonderful. It had been exactly what she’d needed.

      But it seemed since she was mated to three of them, having sex with one didn’t ease the ache for the others. It helped for a little bit, but Kenzie still felt starved. She wanted Finnick’s skin against hers, she wanted him underneath her or over her – she didn’t really care which as long as she had her way with him.

      “I thought I was the one helping you undress,” Finnick murmured, letting her pull down his pants.

      Kenzie pressed a kiss right above his belly button, feeling the hard muscle underneath the soft as silk skin. “Then get to it.”

      He chuckled but pushed her up against the wall and tore her pants open while kicking off his shoes. “We don’t have a long time,” Finnick whispered. “You have to be dressed and ready in forty-five minutes.”

      It was hard to take off her pants while she was laughing but Kenzie managed it without falling over. “I can do my makeup in ten minutes and my hair in five. Think you’re up to the task?” she asked, yanking on his pant leg so Finnick fell.

      He landed on his back and laughed, yanking her on top of him. “Guess we’ll have to find out. If it takes too long Ash will just have to join us.”

      The thought made her even wetter. Kenzie ripped off her bra and then kissed Finnick. His taste intoxicated her. It filled her nose and her thoughts. All she wanted was to smell that night-on-fur scent. Could she run with foxes?

      She wanted to try.

      Finnick gripped her hips hard and then tore her panties in half. “I plan to buy you better ones,” he growled into her mouth before she could protest.

      Then he pressed up into her and Kenzie angled her hips so he was right against her. The desire never seemed to wane. It never let up and if anything it only got worse every time she was with him, with Ash…with Hunter.

      They didn’t have to do anything really. One little innocent touch and her blood was on fire. Even a hot and heavy look and she was ready to go. It was absolutely ridiculous.

      Kenzie sank down, easing onto Finnick and the sensation made her eyes roll back into her head. Finally, finally the itching just under her skin eased and she felt complete for this brief moment in time.

      But as each day passed – surrounded by the three of them, their scent, their home, their attention and consideration…the itch was getting worse. It was difficult to ignore sometimes and Kenzie wasn’t sure how long she would be able to hold out against it.

      Because sex was good. No, it was better than good. It was fucking amazing.

      That wasn’t the problem.

      The problem was that per the witch archives the bond between the mates grew more and more demanding until it was denied or accepted. It pushed the mates together until they decided which was why it usually didn’t take long for someone to accept.

      Denying the bond did happen, but it was rare.

      The magic that tied them together stirred up feelings along with the desire, telling her body and mind this was the right choice. And it usually was, but Kenzie didn’t like the sense of urgency, she didn’t like the way it pushed her into this gooey mess so that she would agree to a bond just for more of the mind-blowing sex and attention.

      Was Finnick the perfect boyfriend because that’s what the bond was telling him to do, or was that who he would be for the rest of their lives? It was so hard to tell. But right now, in this moment, it didn’t matter.

      He wanted her and she wanted him. They wanted to be together and she wasn’t going to question it until she was forced to.

      Finnick rubbed his thumbs over her nipples and let her control the pace. “Think this is gonna get you to where you need to be in time?” he teased.

      “You think you can do better?” she asked, rolling her hips and gyrating slowly until the muscle in Finnick’s jaw tightened.

      Before she could tease him further, he rolled them both until he was on top, pinning her hands above her head. “You mean like this?” he asked, thrusting hard.

      It almost hurt – almost.

      “Harder,” she practically begged.

      Her words did exactly what she was hoping they would.

      Finnick grabbed her leg and placed it over his shoulder so he could get a better angle. He trailed his hand up and down kissing her calf as he kept up the furious pace of his strokes, slamming against her clit hard enough Kenzie’s nails dug into him and she could smell that slight tang of blood.

      Then she was falling and the orgasm ripped through her so hard Kenzie tried to scream but Finnick put a hand over her mouth, muffling the sound. “Don’t want Hunter walking in, do you? Maybe you do,” he growled. “I can call him in here.”

      She whimpered against his hand and could only hold on as she fell forever through the pleasure until Finnick’s snarl as he came caused her to start shaking all over again. Kenzie bit his hand to keep from screaming again, pleased with Finnick’s bark of pain.

      Then he laughed, collapsing on top of her. “I can still call Hunter, maybe wait for Ash?” he asked, nuzzling his nose against her neck, she assumed to drown in her scent like they all liked to do.

      “I need to get ready,” she told him, trying to push him off, but Finnick just made himself heavier until he was almost crushing her. “Maybe we can invite someone in next time.”

      Finnick didn’t say anything to that, but the cocky grin was back on his face. “You gonna wash up, or are you gonna make Ash smell us all over you all night?”

      “You’re so mean.” Kenzie couldn’t help her laugh as she shoved him again.

      This time Finnick let her push him away. He grinned, smacking her ass as she hopped to the bathroom. “Don’t pretend like you don’t like it!” he called after her.

      Kenzie grinned as she turned on the shower for a quick rinse. She did like it. Even if it did make her feel like a crazy person. Finnick constantly teasing her about Ash made the whole thing easier on her. This date didn’t feel like cheating. Instead it felt like a team effort.

      All because Finnick was an asshole.

      An asshole Kenzie strongly suspected she was falling for.
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      Kenzie pulled the dress down, sighing as she realized this was what she was going to be doing all night. She shouldn’t have let Finnick talk her into the little black dress.

      It looked good though, she couldn’t deny that. And she couldn’t deny the way Ash looked at her like he might just cancel the date so they could fuck instead. Kenzie had almost suggested it at least three times.

      Because even though she had just had Finnick, the second she saw Ash it was like her body instantly reset and decided she needed more. One of them wasn’t enough when she was surrounded by all of them.

      “After you,” Ash said, standing aside so she could go down the stairs to the main floor first.

      Kenzie felt stupid for blushing, but hot damn he looked delicious in the black suit with the crisp black shirt. The skinny black tie somehow completed it perfectly, making everything look amazing on him.

      Her heels clicked on the hardwood floor and Kenzie held onto the railing, her other hand clutching the tiny purse hard enough her knuckles were white. Why was she so nervous?

      “Damn girl! You clean up nice,” Finnick yelled loud enough for the neighbors to hear. “You don’t have sex hair at all.”

      Kenzie thought her cheeks were literally going to burst into flame. This was so weeeeeeeeird. She glanced at Ash nervously, but he was just grinning as he moved aside for Hunter and Finnick to admire her.

      The other two foxes stood in the living room, waiting for her to come down like parents would for a school dance or something. It was so fucking bizarre, but it was also one of the most wholesome things she’d ever experienced in her life.

      Hunter even had his arms crossed over his chest like a disapproving father, but the gaze that swept over her from the tips of her toes to her eyes and then back down again…it was anything but fatherly.

      “The black eyeshadow makes your eyes even brighter,” Hunter finally said. “You look beautiful. I hope you two have fun.”

      Even Ash froze in shock at that.

      Hunter didn’t smile but he strolled over and kissed her on the cheek before going into the main office. Kenzie blushed again and readjusted her grip on the purse with the memory charm in it.

      “He’s right though,” Finnick said. “That was an excellent choice. As are the heels. You should wear those next time we have sex.”

      Ash smiled slightly and held out his hand. “Keys?”

      “I am not riding a motorcycle in this,” Kenzie protested.

      Both of them ignored her as Finnick tossed Ash the keys. “Dude said we have it until tomorrow, but please for the love of our deposit, don’t let Kenzie drive it.”

      “My driving is not that bad. Come on.”

      “You drive like you’ve got nine lives, babe,” Finnick said, giving her a sweet kiss on the cheek. “We’re foxes not felines.”

      “Ready to go?” Ash asked, offering her his arm.

      Kenzie rolled her eyes and linked her arm in his. Despite how annoyed she was that they all acted like she was going to crash every time she got behind the wheel, she was excited. Ash was fucking adorable and a complete gentleman as he helped her down the stairs to the front door. Stupid split level houses.

      So many stairs. Good thing she had great legs. Don’t ever skip leg day.

      “What’s the plan then?” she asked lightly. Why were they all so secretive about these activities for their dates?

      Well, except Hunter she supposed.

      “It’s um…well, I just hope you don’t hate me,” Ash said with a little chuckle, holding the front door open for her.

      When she stepped out into the night, Kenzie took a moment to bask in the full moon. There was still a tiny bit of orange on the horizon. It took forever for the sun to set during the summer, but when it finally did – it was like strokes of paint creating a purple and black sky, and with the moon against the backdrop of it all…

      It was gorgeous.

      “Kenzie?” Ash asked.

      She realized he’d already gone down the stairs to a car she didn’t recognize. It was sleek and black and sporty and sexy. “Where did this come from?”

      “We rented it for a special occasion,” he said. “You’re the special occasion. Come on already or we’ll be late.”

      “Why don’t I get to drive?” she asked, carefully going down the front steps. So. Many. Fucking. Stairs.

      “It’s a rental. I don’t feel like explaining to the insurance company why it’s no longer in one piece. Plus then I’d have to tell you where we’re going.” Ash smiled a little, like he was the one who was nervous.

      Maybe he was.

      Kenzie decided that she would just put aside her own nerves. Because no matter how jittery she was feeling, Ash had had a girlfriend once and it had ended badly. She didn’t want to make this harder for him. “All right, anything I should know beforehand?”

      Ash opened the door for her, holding out his hand to help her inside the super low car. “Just be open-minded and remember, you can say no and we’ll turn around and go right back home.”

      Fates, that ominous promise wasn’t making things easier. Kenzie would have to decide…how much did she trust him?

      Had Ash ever done anything to make her feel uncomfortable, had he ever done anything to make her feel like he wouldn’t protect her? Kenzie stared at the hand he offered, patiently waiting for her to take it.

      Kenzie placed her hand in his and then looked up into his dark blue eyes. “I say no and we can leave?”

      He nodded, watching her closely. “It’s completely up to you.”

      Why did this feel like such a bigger step than sex?

      “All right, let’s do this.” Kenzie eased down into the low seat, ignoring how her dress rode up until she was settled.

      It would be great. Besides, what could Ash possibly come up with for a date that she wouldn’t agree to?
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      “Absolutely not. There’s no way I’m doing this,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest and glaring at the arena.

      Every single person was dressed up just like she was. Kenzie didn’t know any of them and they were in some weird stadium that had an obstacle course set up. At first she’d thought it was a gym, but inside it was set up similar to a monster truck rally, or maybe one of those ninja warrior events. People were even in the stands and there were too many cameras to count between a few news reporters and what looked like teenagers with fancy cameras on sticks.

      Why were there so many people here for this stupidity?

      “Why not?” Ash asked, visibly trying to hide his laughter.

      Kenzie glared at him. “First of all I’m not your wife, and second of all, this is a terrible idea! My ass is going to hang out of my dress and everyone will see!”

      Ash couldn’t hold his laughter in anymore. “I know, I’m sorry, but that’s the point. Everyone else will be in the same position as you, and you have the best ass Kenzie. I didn’t want to ask anyone else. Plus, you may not be my wife, but you are my mate.”

      She huffed and eyed the others who were already warming up. The women even wore heels. This whole thing was stupid. “Is this part of your weird viral challenge obsession?”

      “Yes,” he admitted, studying the other couples with a competitive eye. “The ones who have managed to get over a certain amount of followers were sent the wife challenge. We do this obstacle course with our partner. You have to dress up in your very best and get through the course with your wife…or significant other. That guy over there brought his husband, but he still has to wear the dress and heels to make it fair.”

      Ash turned back to her and took her hand in his. “You’re the only one I want to do this with, Kenzie.”

      Eyeing him Kenzie didn’t understand how Ash could be so stupidly romantic even when he was annoying her. This was the last thing she’d expected for their date. “So you carry me through this shit and then what? What’s the prize?”

      “Well, for one it’ll keep other chicks from asking me out from now on since I will obviously already have someone,” he teased, pulling her in closer so he could wrap an arm around her. “It didn’t matter before, but now…let’s just say I’d rather not have to shut down my channel.”

      Kenzie snorted and laced her fingers through Ash’s. That was a pretty decent reason.

      “And it’ll get me more followers,” he said with a shrug. “But I think the biggest thing is that it’ll be really fun.”

      It was hard to pull her gaze from the guys testing out the best carry positions with their significant others, but she wanted to see Ash’s face. Because Kenzie wasn’t sure she’d ever heard him use the word ‘fun’ before, and if he had it was so rare she couldn’t remember.

      Doing something like this wasn’t really her thing, but it would make him happy and cost her nothing except showing off her ass which honestly she didn’t care about. She did have a nice ass. All that working out certainly paid off.

      “Is there like, a prize though?” she asked, because if they were going to do this it better be for something good.

      “Winners get a gift card of five hundred dollars to the restaurant of their choice.” Ash pulled her in even closer, wrapping both arms around her in a gentle hug. “I’d like to win that because I’m competitive, but I also thought it would be fun to take everyone out. We could even invite Selene.”

      “And Gram-Gram?” Kenzie asked, raising an eyebrow in question.

      He kissed her forehead. “And Gram-Gram. After this I promise I have something a little more traditional planned.”

      She glanced back at the mud on the ground and considered his shifter strength. “If you mess up my hair or my makeup we’re going to have a problem.”

      Ash didn’t say anything but his grip tightened and he smiled – really smiled at her. “You’ve got a deal. Now come here mate, and you can pick the most comfortable carry position for you.”

      Kenzie still couldn’t believe she was doing this, but glancing at the other couples and then back at the obstacle course…she really wanted to see Ash win. It felt like something they all needed at the moment – something small to give them a boost of energy.

      Between the two of them they had the best chance of winning as long as no one else had super strength. Ash was a shifter, with shifter strength and speed. And she had trained her whole life. Kenzie was strong. She could hold on long enough for him to make it through the course without losing her grip or strangling him.

      “That one,” she said, pointing to a man who had his wife, or partner, slung over his back. She was face down with her face practically in his ass, and legs wrapped around his neck. Her arms went around his middle and she even wore a helmet, Kenzie assumed in case she fell. “But you fart and I’m letting go on purpose.”

      Ash busted up laughing. “Not that one?” he asked, pointing to another couple.

      She shook her head. “The fireman’s carry is really effective for weight distribution but it doesn’t free up your hands. The other one you don’t have to hold me the whole time.” Kenzie grinned up at Ash. “I’ll try not to choke you to death with my thighs.”

      Now that she was an active participant in this ridiculous game, Kenzie couldn’t help but get into it. The more she thought about it, the funnier it was. Her ass would be up in the air, barely covered by her dress with her heels causing possible injuries.

      It was dumb as hell, but for someone reason it made total sense to her that a fox would be into this shit.

      Ash bent down to pick her up and Kenzie laughed, placing a hand on his chest to stop him. “I have one condition before we do this.”

      “Anything.”

      She considered him. Ash really did mean anything. “If you ever have to do challenges with a partner, I want in. But you have to give me fair warning from now on. No more surprises.”

      The smile that spread across his face in response was breathtaking. “You want to be my permanent partner?”

      The question sounded innocent enough. A permanent challenge partner, but Kenzie could hear the other questions. Would she be there for him whenever he needed someone? Would she be there to do every stupid challenge he decided he wanted to do? Would she help him with other videos, and maybe be someone to watch movies with and fall asleep next to?

      All the shit neither of them have ever had.

      Kenzie considered the charm in her purse. She would be there for him to get through that too and deal with the aftermath if he was up to it.

      “I want to be your permanent partner,” she confirmed. Kenzie couldn’t help her smile as she wrapped her arms around Ash and kissed him.

      They both needed this.

      Ash held her softly and kept the kiss gentle and sweet. When he pulled back he studied her. “There’s this other challenge, it’s called the Matilda challenge where it’s supposed to look like you’re moving things with your mind. Got any charms for that? Oh, and there are a few dances—”

      Kenzie laughed and covered his mouth with her hand. “Let’s see how this one works out first and then we can talk about your wish list later.”

      He kissed her fingers and then picked her up, throwing her over his shoulder. Kenzie shrieked and automatically clutched his middle. Ash adjusted her legs so one was on each side of his head. She crossed them at the knee to get a better grip and tried not to think about her dress. Everyone else’s ass was already out. This was just one of those stupid games to remind everyone that life didn’t have to suck. It could be fun too.

      She tightened her grip around his middle and Ash held her thighs, taking some of her weight. The other couples came up to the line as some announcer explained the rules. There weren’t any except cross the finish line while carrying your partner without having dropped them.

      Pretty much anything else was fine, including sabotage.

      Okay, this was more interesting than she’d thought it would be. Kenzie eyed the couple next to them. The husband in the dress winked at her. She offered him her fist. “Allies?”

      Dude rocked the dress. He grinned and pounded her fist. “Allies. Hold on tight gorgeous. This will be fun. And if your man goes too slow just bite his ass. I’ve found it to be very effective.”

      Her laughter was drowned out by the sound of a horn that filled the small stadium.

      Ash was off, running faster than any normal human could, but not too fast. He didn’t blur and Kenzie just barely managed to hold on. Thank goodness for those hands of his.

      And then the first obstacle.

      He jumped and climbed over it so smoothly she barely noticed. They were ahead of course, unless another shifter was dumb enough to do games like this. She gave the gay couple behind them a thumb’s up before they disappeared from view, so many glorious globes showing with such cute underwear.

      The landing jarred her nearly enough she lost her grip, but those warm, strong hands didn’t falter. Kenzie held on tight and trusted him to get them through this. All she had to do was hold on.

      She yelled some words of encouragement, but he didn’t really need it. They were far enough ahead there was no risk of getting sabotaged from another couple, which she supposed was part of the point. He had promised to protect her after all.

      Then he swung through the monkey bars dangling over the mud; Kenzie realized she trusted him completely. Despite tightening her grip on him she knew he wouldn’t let her fall.

      Would she really do something this stupid in her best heels if she didn’t?

      Ash was always there for her. Silent, strong, endlessly patient and with just enough weirdness they could have fun together. Kenzie was actually looking forward to doing more challenges with him. That was his thing and he’d offered to share it with her.

      She trusted Finnick in the same way. And even though it had been easier to click with Finnick, Ash was worth the effort. He complemented her in ways that Finnick couldn’t. And she wondered if that was the whole point of mating in triads.

      Because Hunter on his own…Hunter didn’t quite connect with people the same way Finnick or even Ash did. He didn’t like people so he would never make that effort, not even for his mate.

      He would be there for her; to protect her, to fuck her, to spend time with her. Kenzie could see them working on computers together in the future, maybe spending time working out and sparring – teaching each other things.

      But like he’d said – she didn’t think he could love her like Ash and Finnick would. That was the beauty of it though. He didn’t need to when she had all three of them. Together it was more than enough – it was kind of perfect really.

      Ash took the corner at breakneck speed and then hopped from rock to rock so he wouldn’t get mud on either of them. The bouncing took more concentration to work with than she had expected.

      “Almost there!” Ash yelled. “You’re doing great, just a little bit farther!”

      She held on tight. “You got this!” she yelled back. “Second place is at least twenty yards behind us.”

      If things kept going like they were…Kenzie could see herself accepting the bonds that were offered. Because now that she finally had something to compare it too, she never wanted to go back to the lonely life she’d lived before.

      Then they crossed the finish line and Ash whipped her around, yanking her down so Kenzie fell right into his waiting arms. He held her against his chest, grinning down at her. “See, not a drop of mud on your gorgeous face.”

      Kenzie yanked his face down and kissed him hard. This was Ash. And she felt eternally grateful that he’d shared this part of his life with her – that he’d let her in.

      She slid through his arms, and when her feet finally touched the floor again Kenzie released him, grinning like an idiot. “I was told to bite your ass if you weren’t fast enough.”

      Ash laughed and pulled her in for a hug. “Damn, maybe I should have slowed down.”

      “Congrats!” the husband in the dress yelled right into her ear, smacking her ass hard enough it stung like hell and reminded her to yank down her dress. His husband pounded Ash on the back and Kenzie was really glad she’d given in and agreed to do this.

      The announcer brought them the trophy and the voucher for the gift card and Kenzie couldn’t stop grinning as all the competitors came up to give them their congratulations. There was a sense of camaraderie with the challengers she hadn’t ever experienced before. They’d accepted her without question even though she was just Ash’s partner.

      And somehow, this had turned into one of the best nights of her life.
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      Ash couldn’t stop staring at Kenzie. It was getting a bit ridiculous, but he still couldn’t believe she’d done the challenge with him. He’d expected her to bail right then and there.

      Taking a page out of Hunter’s book, he had used it as a test. That was part of who he was and what he liked to do in his off time. It was something he wanted to share with his mate and maybe have her become a regular part of it.

      While there were a few books of hers that caught his eye, he knew he wouldn’t be as obsessively into it as Finnick was, or as knowledgeable. Of course he would read them, because conversations about what she’d read last over the breakfast he’d made her was currently his top fantasy.

      “Your hair still looks amazing,” he told her as he parked. “I’m glad it didn’t get too messy.”

      She looked out at the ocean as she unbuckled her seatbelt. “You did a good job. I just had to untangle a few curls. Nothing crazy.”

      He jumped out of the car and tossed the keys to the valet before opening Kenzie’s door. “When would you like to take everyone out to dinner in celebration?”

      She placed the trophy on the floor and then took his hand. Ash carefully helped her out of the car. Those heels always looked so dangerous, but damn. He followed the line up and over those muscled legs that looked miles long. It was easy to see why women wore them.

      The way Kenzie looked made him completely speechless whenever he gave himself permission to look.

      “After we finish Gram-Gram’s contract,” she said, stepping carefully onto the sidewalk. “It would be a great end to this madness.”

      “It would,” he agreed. He loved that cranky old woman too. And Selene was warming up to them which made things a thousand times easier. He couldn’t give a fuck less about the rest of her family. “Are you cold?”

      Kenzie shivered a little, but she shook her head. “Not too cold. Are we going to be inside?”

      Thank god for Finnick. Ash went to the trunk and pulled out one of Kenzie’s coats. The other fox was always better with the small details. “Here, courtesy of Finnick,” he told her, holding out the coat. “Where we’re going has an inside, but I think you’d rather be outside.”

      She laughed and let him help her into the coat. Ash would never get tired of the sound of her laughter. It was why he’d invited her to the challenge. He figured it would be a great icebreaker after all the awkwardness they’d had.

      All that shit with his past getting stirred up hadn’t helped either.

      The sex had been fucking mind blowing, but it was just sex. While it was what they’d both wanted and needed at the time, it didn’t force them to be as open and honest and trusting with each other as the challenge had demanded.

      “Can you tell me where we’re going yet?” she asked, studying all the buildings. “We’re near the ocean so I’m going to assume a seafood restaurant?”

      Ash slid an arm around her waist, giving in to that need he always had to touch her. It was progressively getting worse, but at least now she didn’t move away from him. Instead, Kenzie leaned into his embrace and that made his stupid heart flutter like a teenage girl’s around her crush.

      When Ash had first discovered Kenzie was his mate, it had made him furious.

      Having a mate implied he would have feelings and he’d be required to do things for her he wouldn’t want to do. Like cuddle. So of course Fate had a fucked up sense of humor. She’d made sure he was the one who needed to be constantly around Kenzie, touching her somehow, constantly reassuring himself that she was there and she was safe.

      He’d spent the last few weeks fighting this sensation. It was like…she was the sun and he was an asteroid hurtling towards her and there was nothing he could do because he’d gotten too close—he couldn’t get out of that gravitational pull and now that he was close enough to get burned, he didn’t want to leave her.

      Ash wanted to bask in her warmth for as long as he could, even if it meant it would sear and scald him – incinerate his very soul.

      It didn’t matter if he burned. Because now that she’d made him feel again, he couldn’t go back. He couldn’t go back to living without her.

      Kenzie went to enter the restaurant but he pulled her along, feeling those nerves flare up made him jittery again. The last time he’d tried to be romantic – to take a girl out and go steady and all that, it had ended horribly.

      But Kenzie had already seen his fox, and she wasn’t afraid.

      “It’s this way,” he murmured, leading her down the path carefully. “Watch your step. There are gaps in the dock.”

      Her heels clicked and then the sound muffled as they made their way down the wooden dock to the boat he’d spent all day decorating as well as preparing the food.

      “No,” she said, looking up at the boat and taking in the twinkling lights he’d wrapped around everything he possibly could.

      A squirrel shifter who owed him a favor held a tray with two glasses of champagne on it in a tux Ash had rented.

      “You did not rent a boat for this date.”

      The shock in her voice made him smile. Ash was pleased he’d managed to give her a happy surprise after the first one. He hopped onboard and then turned, offering her his hand – silently asking her to trust him once more as they bobbed on the water.

      “Technically, I didn’t rent it,” he told her. “I own it.”

      For a moment she hesitated and Ash felt his heart plummet into his stomach. Was she going to say she wanted to go home? Had he somehow misjudged her? Was she terrified of boats…or maybe the ocean?

      Then she placed her hand in his and Ash breathed a sigh of relief. Thank god he didn’t fuck this up.

      “This is what you were doing all day?” she asked, looking from the other shifter to the lights and then finally the table on the deck with flowers and fancy plates and the good tablecloth.

      Ash wasn’t great with this frilly stuff, but he did know when to call in help. Barry and Frank, the couple who they’d raced against in the challenge, had picked out all the fancy table stuff and made sure everything matched while Ash had prepared the meal and strung up the lights.

      Then he’d gotten Finnick and Hunter to agree to let them off for the night and take over their assigned victim. Hunter had hired Chuck’s partner Randall to help pick up the slack. So Ash and Kenzie had nothing else to worry about that night except the date.

      Chuck held out the tray and Ash thanked him, taking the two champagne flutes. The squirrel shifter gave him a nod and then went inside to start the boat.

      “Before we leave the dock, you’re not afraid of open water or boats are you?” he asked, handing her the champagne. “You also don’t need to drink this if you don’t want to. I bought sparkling cider too.”

      That made her smile and she took the glass of champagne from him. “I am not afraid of the ocean, but thank you for asking. And I think one glass won’t do me any harm. I might switch to cider later though.”

      Ash smiled. She trusted him as much as she trusted Finnick then. That was a step in the right direction at least. And he knew she was attracted to him. Maybe this wouldn’t be as bad as he’d originally thought.

      “Would you like to sit down?” he asked. “It would probably be easier as we head out into the bay.” Ash was feeling nervous again.

      For the first time since he could remember, he felt the urge to fill the silence. It wasn’t unpleasant exactly, just strange.

      Kenzie studied him for a moment and then nodded.

      He took a deep breath and helped her across the deck to the cushy seats in the prow so they could watch as they left the harbor.

      “This is very romantic,” she said, sipping on her champagne as the boat slowly made its way through the water and out of the docks. “I never would have guessed you’d put something together like this. And honestly, never in a million years would I have thought you were the kind of guy to own a boat. Did you buy it with the money you made stealing the shark, or the beach?”

      The joke eased some of his tension and he smiled. “Neither actually. I bought it after we were hired to take care of a stalker. We’d been in the Six Rivers Pride for a while by then.”

      He watched her glance up at the twinkling lights again and then back to the black ocean as they smoothly cut through the harbor into open water. Her small smile was exactly what he’d been hoping for.

      “Do we have to be back by a certain time?” she asked.

      Ash shook his head. “No, Hunter and Finnick got some help so we could spend some time alone.”

      Kenzie smiled at him and it warmed him from the inside out.

      This setting had done exactly what he’d wanted. It felt intimate and private – nothing and no one could bother them while they talked and ate. Ash had known they’d needed this. They needed time to get to know each other without interruption.

      Convincing women and the occasional man to hide in a safehouse wasn’t really the same thing.

      “So Kenzie,” he said, drinking some of the champagne to hide the shaking in his hands. “Tell me a secret.”

      Creating this bubble of privacy could backfire on him though. If things went awry they’d be too far from shore to immediately go home. Ash crossed his fingers behind his back that it wouldn’t be an issue.

      “A secret?” she asked, arching a fiery red brow at him. “I’m pretty sure I don’t have any secrets.”

      “Oh come on, we all have secrets.”

      Kenzie gave him that playful smile and took another sip. “You tell me one first and then I’ll tell you mine.”

      He watched as the Golden Gate Bridge came into view. It really was one of the best views in San Francisco. “I’ve got a lot of secrets, but nothing all that interesting. Hm…I tore all the ligaments in my knee doing a challenge once. It was so dumb I didn’t tell Hunter or Finnick. So I had to reset everything and bind it myself for it to heal correctly.”

      Those blue eyes widened and she looked like a fairy with all the lights around her. Ash couldn’t help himself, he reached out and tapped that full bottom lip. Remembering the way she’d tasted, how she’d held onto him in the shower, and all those wonderful noises she’d made…

      “What challenge was it?” she asked, pulling him out of the thoughts of how he’d take her next.

      Bending her over that dining room table and taking her from behind was definitely next on the list.

      Ash cleared his throat. “Um, I was doing a dance on the treadmills, like in that music video? Well, when stepping from one to the other I managed to fuck it up and my knee just gave. It was gross,” he told her. The whole thing had been so dumb, he couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ll never forget Frank’s face when it happened. That’s how we became friends actually.”

      “What, he was helping you?”

      “Yeah, well teaming up with other channels is great for cross promo, so we thought it would be fun until I fell.” Ash chuckled and downed the champagne. He loved those dudes.

      Kenzie actually laughed, wrapping her coat tighter as the wind kicked up. “Did he have a lot of questions when you healed?”

      Wrapping his arm around her, Ash pulled her in close to share his body heat. “He had a lot of questions, but I told him it wasn’t that bad. But it was on video, so…I asked if he really wanted to know and he decided he didn’t. Now we team up a lot though. I’m glad he likes you.”

      “Frank was the one in the dress right?”

      Ash grinned. “Yeah, he uses every opportunity to wear heels.”

      Kenzie’s eyes widened. “Oh my god, were you guys wearing heels on the treadmill? Is that why you fell?”

      He squeezed her tight and grinned. “Maybe.”

      “I have to see this video right now.”

      Rubbing his nose in her hair and breathing deep, he watched her get out her phone and pull up the video. Who he was on his channel was maybe who he would have been if he was a normal human. Hell, even a normal fox.

      Pretending every week that he was a totally regular guy, doing something fun and stupid to break up the monotony of his life…it was what had kept him sane. And he’d really enjoyed it. No feelings required. Just pure fun with no obligations.

      Kenzie grinned and tucked the phone away. “You’re a very good dancer. We’ll have to go to a club or something sometime.”

      “Finnick is also an excellent dancer,” he told her.

      Maybe the three of them could go out together. A date with all of them would be fun. Ash glanced down at Kenzie who’d finished her own champagne. Maybe she’d like that.

      “It’s your turn,” he reminded, taking the glass away from her and placing them both in one of the cubbies.

      She snuggled into his side even farther and wrapped her arms around his middle. Ash froze. She really wanted to be this close to him without sex? Yeah he touched her all the time, but she had never been the one to initiate something as simple as this.

      And it may be simple, but it meant the world.

      Carefully Ash put his arm around her, almost afraid to disturb her, which could make her move away.

      “Hm…a secret you don’t already know…really the only people I kept secrets from was my family. Not Selene, but still.”

      “There’s nothing?”

      “Let me think!”

      He chuckled and rubbed his chin across her hair, enjoying the silky feel as it got caught in his stubble. Maybe this would work between them after all. Finnick had been right, the bastard.

      Kenzie turned and looked up at him and he felt his heart stutter under that serious gaze. “I’m afraid of stuffed animals.”

      It took a moment for the words to process. “What?”

      “You know, cute little animals made out of fabric and filling? Yeah, I can’t stand them. It’s all in their beady little eyes. Or worse, the ones that have huge eyes that are supposed to be cute? Those give me nightmares.”

      Ash couldn’t hold in the laugh. She was totally serious and it made it that much worse. “Seriously? Stuffed animals?”

      “Yes! They’re so gross.”

      Ash squeezed her tight. “I’ll never try to win you a giant stuffed animal. I promise.”

      Kenzie just stared at him, like she was trying to figure out how she felt about that promise. “Would you like to dance?” she asked.

      “You beat me to it,” he murmured, staring at her. How was she so fucking perfect?

      As Ash helped her up he tapped the app on his phone and a slow waltz started playing. He took her in his arms and gently led them through the easy steps. The sparkling lights reflected in her blue eyes and Kenzie looked like a goddess, blessing mortals with her presence during their brief lives.

      “Thank you for this,” she said. “It’s perfect.”

      “You’re the one who’s perfect,” he said, leaning down to brush his lips against hers. “Somehow you’re exactly what we all need. I didn’t think it was possible. But I guess the universe knows what it’s doing.”

      She snorted. “I’m not sure about that, but it definitely has its own plan I’ve always struggled to understand.”

      He twirled her, always careful of the rocking ocean. “Thank you for not bailing.”

      “You sure have a unique style,” Kenzie said with a laugh. “And in this dress! I definitely did not see that coming, so kudos for surprising me. It’s not easy to do.”

      Ash pulled her in close and shuffled slowly from side to side like they were at a high school dance just so he could look into her eyes. “You’re always surprising me,” he confessed. “I thought I would hate all this romantic shit. I thought…I thought that the bond forcing me to have feelings again would ruin everything I’ve worked so hard for. But it’s turned out to be the opposite.”

      It was difficult to explain and he felt kind of awkward trying to find the right words, but Ash shrugged. This was the best he could do and if it wasn’t enough, then at least he’d tried.

      “Opening myself up to you hasn’t been the disaster I thought it would be,” he whispered into her ear, breathing in the burnt candy scent she had mixed with the undeniable flavor of ‘mate.’

      Her fingers curled into his hair. “Thank you for trying,” Kenzie whispered back. “You’re not as messed up as you think you are.”

      Even though Ash didn’t believe her, the words meant something to him. He held them close to his heart and smiled as if it didn’t matter. “Are you hungry?”

      Kenzie didn’t smile back. The look in her eyes told him she knew how hard this all was for him. She saw it, and appreciated it no matter how hard he tried to brush it off. “Ravenous,” she told him.

      And somehow he knew what she meant – insatiable little thing.
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      It was hard to believe Ash had put all this together. Sure, he’d been gone all day so the time he’d spent doing it made sense, but Ash had gone all out. And she meant all out. He’d made some ridiculous surf and turf dinner that was just shy of expensive chef quality.

      Fuck that.

      It was better than most of the ritzy restaurants she’d been forced to go to with Selene. Ash should have his own cooking show, or a restaurant or something and charge hundreds of dollars because that was by far the best thing she’d ever eaten. He’d even selected the perfect wine to go with each course, explaining to her how they paired and what he’d cooked everything with.

      She ate all her green beans and Kenzie didn’t even really like green beans.

      “You should add those cooking videos to your channel,” she told him, picking at the chocolate lava cake he’d made. “You know the ones where the hot dudes are shirtless? I bet that would be really popular.”

      Ash almost spit out his cake. “Are you trying to pimp out my abs for more followers?”

      Kenzie shrugged. She knew she would like watching it. “I could help you video it.”

      He laughed and drank some of the dessert wine. “I have a pretty nice set up so it’s all taken care of, but I could use a sous chef. If I have to be shirtless does that mean you wear something ridiculously sexy?”

      She grinned at that. “The whole point is the illusion that you’re hot and available. I think having me there would detract from the video.”

      Ash’s eyes twinkled. “You are trying to pimp me out.”

      “Maybe I just want to watch you cook without a shirt on. Is that a crime?”

      It was hard not to smile too much. She wasn’t used to it and it made her cheeks hurt, but this was everything she’d hoped it would be and more. Even the challenge had been fun, making everything a little less awkward and intense.

      “Kenzie, you can ask me to take off my shirt any time. I promise I will remove it instantly. Even if it’s snowing. Even if it’s somewhere I might get arrested for disrobing. You say the word and I’ll do it.”

      For whatever reason Ash’s intensity always made her blush. And he was intense about everything. There was no halfway with this guy. Maybe that was why she’d been so wary of him. If Ash decided he was all in…then she’d known on some level that he would devote himself to her and something about that was terrifying.

      Kenzie had lived her whole life on the outside. Even when she’d made friends and created her own life outside her clan and coven – they didn’t know who she really was. She couldn’t tell them that she was born into a witch clan with this whole other paranormal world they knew nothing about. She couldn’t tell them about what her family had done to her.

      But with these three she could be exactly who she was and it was freeing. It almost made her dizzy to think about it. Her whole life she’d lived with this weight on her chest and now it was just – gone.

      And Hunter and Finnick had arranged it so they had the whole night together. Something about that was so fucking romantic – all three of them had bleeding hearts whether they knew it or not.

      “Do you think they’re okay?” she asked, spinning her wine glass between her finger and thumb. She was worried, especially after what had happened the other night.

      Ash took her hand in his and squeezed. “They have backup. I’m sure they’re fine. Hunter promised me he’d call Samuel if anything went sideways. You know I wouldn’t have agreed to this if I didn’t think they were safe,” he reassured.

      Kenzie nodded, knowing he was right. “We’ve almost got all of them.” She squeezed his hand a little in thanks and then released him. “Then we can start moving on some of the bigger stuff after we’ve finally collected all the little pieces we need to destroy him.”

      It probably wasn’t normal ‘date’ talk but Ash actually grinned at her. “Have I ever told you how hot you are when you talk fire and brimstone?”

      She couldn’t help but smile at that. “Maybe that’s why I have a demon godfather.”

      Ash chuckled and took another bite of dessert.

      Was this the right time? Kenzie studied him through her lashes as she pretended to look down at her plate, moving her fork around mechanically. Things were going so well she didn’t want to ruin it, but she also needed to tell him – be honest.

      “There’s something I brought,” she said, hesitating. Kenzie didn’t think there would be a better time than now, so fuck it. She grabbed her purse from under the table and opened it. “Here.”

      Ash took the box from her and studied it with a shocked look on his face. “What is this?”

      “It’s not an engagement ring you weirdo,” she said with a little snort. “Open it, but don’t hold it for very long.”

      That was when his eyes narrowed and she wondered if he would trust her. This whole night he’d been trying to get her to trust him – and no matter how sneaky he thought he was being, Kenzie had spent enough time around foxes to start catching on to their tells.

      “For this to work between us, you have to trust me too,” she told him.

      Ash looked up from the box that he still hadn’t opened. He held her gaze for a moment and that frown on his face eased. Ash nodded and carefully opened the velvet box. His eyebrows shot up when he saw that small ball that was really just a witch gummy with a spell inside.

      “What’s this?”

      Kenzie fiddled with her bracelet. “Selene made that for me this morning after she fixed my watch. It’s a memory charm. You eat it like a gummy bear and then think about what you want to remember. You should be able to walk back in time to anything you want for thirty minutes.” She shrugged. “I’ve never taken one though. That’s just what it says on the spell.”

      “And why shouldn’t I touch it?” he asked, peering closer at the unassuming blue sphere. “Is it flavored?”

      “Blueberry actually, and sometimes residue can affect you if it touches the skin. My charms are made out of stronger stuff so it’s not a big deal,” she explained, shaking her wrist so the small beads clicked together.

      Ash made to reach for it and she panicked. “Wait!”

      The way he froze and the look on his face…she almost laughed, but there was no way Kenzie wanted to deal with the effects of his past on the deck of a boat in the middle of open water. “We should go somewhere safe. Is there a couch inside? Somewhere with a door?”

      “That bad, huh?” Ash snapped the box shut. “Come with me.”

      Kenzie scrambled to her feet. “You want to do this right now?”

      Ash turned and she nearly stumbled into him. “I want to prove to you that I trust you as much as you trust me. It’s time I find out what the fuck happened anyway.”

      Grabbing his hand before he could move she studied his eyes, trying to see what he was thinking because his emotions through the bond were all over the place. “This isn’t a competition. This is an option. I didn’t give you a bad spell, but you don’t need to take it right now. Only when and if you’re ready.”

      Ash chucked her chin playfully. “No better time than the present.”

      She yanked on his hand when he tried to move. “This shit is heavy, Ash. I want you to be completely comfortable because memory charms for people with painful pasts…you should be with Hunter and Finnick in a safe place.”

      The way he looked down at her made her shiver. Ash placed both hands on her face and leaned down until his nose brushed against hers and she could feel his breath on her lips. “I trust you Kenzie. This boat is mine, and as long as you’re not afraid of me…I want you to be the one by my side when I eat this charm your sister so thoughtfully made sure was a delicious flavor. Are you afraid I’ll hurt you?”

      “I am not afraid,” she breathed, knowing it was one hundred percent the truth. Even from day one, he’d never touched her in a way that made her afraid. He’d never once moved to harm her, even when stealing Samuel’s potion out from underneath her.

      None of them had.

      All three of them had been so careful around her, even before they knew she was their mate. Kenzie didn’t really understand why or how, but she knew all three of them would die before hurting her.

      “If this is what you want, then I want to do it with you. But no biting.”

      Ash brushed his lips against hers. “Witches can’t turn into shifters, you know that.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’ll feel good,” she snorted.

      The callous on his thumb raked across her cheek before he pulled away. “Oh, I don’t know about that,” he teased. “Now let’s go before I lose my nerve.”

      Kenzie took his hand and let him lead her from the romantic setup on the deck to the small cabin underneath. It was instantly ten degrees warmer and she slid off her coat, setting it and her purse on the small bar.

      The boat wasn’t small, exactly, but it wasn’t large either. Still, there was room for a little kitchenette and a living space that was surprisingly luxurious. But Ash didn’t stop there. He pulled her through a small hall that had a bathroom on one side and a closet on the other. Then through the door she saw the bedroom.

      It was just big enough to hold two tiny nightstands and a king-sized mattress. “Do all three of you sleep on this then?” she joked, suddenly feeling nervous.

      “Of course,” Ash said, removing his suit jacket. “Foxes love to curl up together just like cats do. Keeps us all warm and snuggly.”

      Kenzie couldn’t help smiling at that picture which was probably why Ash had told her, but by the dent in the mattress she could see he was telling the truth.

      Brushing her fingers over the charms in her ears was a nervous habit, but it helped settled her. She’d never helped someone with a memory charm before and this was definitely not her area of expertise.

      Corrupted data with years of information? That she could fix with her eyes closed. But this was another person, not a machine. Kenzie was a lot less confident about people in general.

      “All right,” she said, rubbing her sweaty palms on her dress. “Selene said lying down is best. You take it and close your eyes. It should work within seconds. So as you’re chewing think of the very first thing you can remember.”

      Ash took off his shoes so she followed suit and stepped out of her heels, then climbed onto the bed with Ash. He handed her the box and she held it close while he loosened his tie and lay down. When he clasped his hands over his chest she couldn’t help thinking he looked like a dead person in a casket.

      “Could you maybe do something else with your hands?” she asked, moving to the head of the bed so she could hold him if she needed to.

      Ash snorted at that. “And here I thought I was nervous.” But he clasped his hands behind his head like he was relaxing on a beach and it eased some of her anxiety.

      “Thank you.” She opened the box carefully. “And you’re sure about this?”

      “I’m sure. Let’s go.” Ash opened his mouth and gave her a wink.

      Of course he’d want her to feed it to him. She almost smiled, but the smell of blueberries filled the room and Kenzie glanced at the tiny windows. She sure hoped the boat was strong enough to withstand shifter strength.

      Tipping the sphere into his mouth she watched closely as he started chewing. Selene had said there wouldn’t be any violent physical reactions to what was in the spell, but magic in general had consequences and Kenzie wanted to be prepared.

      She sat back on her heels and placed the box on the nightstand. Ash closed his eyes and swallowed. There was a moment when she wasn’t sure it was going to work, and then through that bond tying them together she felt him fall into something like sleep.

      It was a bizarre sensation. Like…that moment right before you fall into a deep sleep and you’re already dreaming but half aware of the real world…

      Ash’s hand twitched but Kenzie didn’t dare touch him. If the spell was working he was walking through his memories and touching him could fuck with everything. Selene said physical touch plus his name was only a last resort if he was under for longer than half an hour.

      Kenzie checked her watch and started the silent countdown.

      Water lapped against the sides of the boat and she could hear the squirrel shifter hum along with the waltz music above her as he steered them through the bay. Ash suddenly went still as death. Nothing moved.

      Panicking she put her ear close to his nose and waited. There, he was breathing. The rise and fall of his chest was so subtle she hadn’t been able to see it. Wherever he was, it was deep.

      Kenzie let out the breath she’d been holding and settled back against the headboard. It had only been five minutes and already her nerves were shot to hell. She really hoped it wouldn’t be that bad, but if Ash had suppressed it to the point he remembered absolutely nothing…

      It wasn’t going to be pretty.

      Ten more minutes passed without issue.

      Then he started convulsing.
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      Kenzie gritted her teeth to keep herself from reaching out for him. Per her sister this was a normal reaction and nothing to worry about. It shouldn’t do permanent damage, especially to a shifter.

      Ten more minutes passed and Kenzie counted down the seconds until he came out of it. Despite the cold weather she was sweating and her jaw hurt from clenching her teeth so much.

      Then the scent of blood hit the air and her gaze shot to Ash. Blood trickled from his nose.

      “Ash!” Fuck, she’d known she should have waited to do this. It wasn’t just that she wanted him to be in a safe space. Kenzie wasn’t a real witch. She had witch DNA but she was a failure of epic proportions.

      There was absolutely nothing she could do to help him.

      She reached for her phone and hit Selene’s contact. Her sister answered on the second ring. “Everything okay, Kenz?”

      “His nose is bleeding. That’s always a bad thing in the movies. It’s bad right?” Kenzie was panicking. “He’s not convulsing anymore, but he’s barely breathing.”

      “How long has he been under?” Instantly her sister was the experienced witch – clinical and in damage control mode.

      “Twenty-five minutes so far.”

      “Okay, it’s been long enough he should be out of the deepest part of it. Touch his forehead and tell me if it’s hot or cold.”

      Kenzie pressed the back of her hand to his clammy forehead. “It’s freezing, but he’s sweating.”

      They should have done this at his den, where Selene could get to them.

      “Is he going to die?” she asked. Kenzie couldn’t hide the shaking in her voice. Ash had trusted her and now…she couldn’t lose him.

      “Kenzie, listen to me,” Selene snapped. “Pull yourself together. If you do exactly as I say, he won’t die.”

      “Fuck, why did I let him take this stupid shit,” she muttered. Kenzie kneeled by Ash’s side and checked his breathing again. “Okay what do I need to do?”

      “It’s going to suck and it’s going to hurt, but you need to get him out of there before it’s too late.” She could hear Selene rustle some papers. “Do you have a knife?”

      Kenzie snorted and pulled the knife she always kept with her out of her purse. “What the hell am I going to do with this?”

      “You’re going to carve a series of runes onto your hand and then his.”

      She froze and stared at Ash as she tried to process what her sister was saying. “Selene, are you fucking kidding me right now? There’s no way this is going to work.”

      “Look,” Selene snapped. “You can’t perform magic Kenz, but you are magic. You’re a goddamn witch whether you like it or not. Now act like it.”

      Kenzie watched how little Ash’s chest moved as he breathed. Was he getting enough oxygen? “Fine, I carve the runes. And then what?”

      “You’re going to hold his hand so your blood mixes with his and close your eyes. The power in your blood is inactive, but it’s there. It should allow you to take that step sideways into his mind. Use the mate bond to guide you. Find him, and pull him out before his memories kill him. Whatever happened all those years ago…” Selene was silent for a moment. “He almost died, Kenz. So make sure it doesn’t happen this time either.”

      Fucking magic and its goddamn consequences. “All right, what are the runes?”

      Kenzie was careful to precisely draw each one as Selene named them.

      Magic was never the quick fix everyone thought it was. There was always some side effect, some bullshit that happened because witches took power from the universe and molded it to their own purposes with the power in their blood, their very DNA.

      There was always a payment, and it was never the same and sometimes it wasn’t even taken from the person who cast the magic.

      Taking Ash’s hand, she carefully carved the runes into his palm as quickly as she could before his shifter healing kicked in. But it never did. “He’s not healing, S.”

      “Then hurry the fuck up Kenzie.” The note of panic in Selene’s voice was the only reason she didn’t snap at her sister for the attitude.

      Ash may not mean as much to her sister, but she liked him enough Selene didn’t want him to die either. And that more than anything terrified Kenzie.

      “Runes are done,” she said. “Any words I have to say?”

      “No, between the runes, your blood, and the bond it should be enough. Put me on speaker while you go in. I’ll be right here when you get out.”

      Kenzie set the phone down and held Ash’s hand in hers, the other curled to keep the blood from spilling everywhere. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

      She slapped her hand against Ash’s and winced at the sting, but Kenzie already felt the pull. Closing her eyes made it even more obvious. This might actually not be as hard as she thought it would be.

      Getting out would be the difficult part.

      Feeling for the bond, it trembled between them. Kenzie tried not to think too much about how weak it was and just let the power in her blood strengthen it, letting it guide her.

      Selene always mentioned clearing her mind, using her breathing to help. So Kenzie took a slow breath in and took a mental step forward. When she let it out she opened her eyes.

      Where was she?

      Looking up she could see they were in some kind of forest. Snow on the ground came up to her knees, but she couldn’t feel the cold. The snow covered the trees and it was so quiet it was almost peaceful.

      Until a scream cut through the air like a knife.

      Kenzie was running before it even fully registered. The pain was what she felt the most. It pierced her heart like a hot iron rod straight from the fire and burned hotter as she ran, telling Kenzie she was getting closer.

      “Ash!”

      His answering scream terrified her.

      It wasn’t a human sound. It was an animal screaming its dying cry, fighting off Death for as long as possible, ripping through vocal chords in defiance.

      Trees whipped past and her bare feet on the snow didn’t seem to have issue gaining traction.

      She burst through a pair of tall oaks into a clearing and skidded to a stop.

      There was Ash in the center, fighting for his life.

      Blood covered everything.

      Kenzie ran, ignoring the bodies of dead foxes on the ground as she rushed to him. She knew in this memory he had to be no more than a child, but he looked as she’d always known him. Whether it was her mind showing her what she needed to see, or if it was his own mind that supplied the image, she wasn’t sure.

      There were people with guns, humans if her nose was right.

      “Ash!”

      Fates, he was bleeding from at least three different locations as he stood over someone she didn’t know – someone she didn’t want to know if her suspicions were correct.

      Kenzie hit the first human at a full run and they both went flying.

      Suddenly her knife was in her hand and she plunged it into the human’s throat, ripping the gun from him. Whipping around she threw that knife and it sank into the other human’s neck. He grappled for it, scrabbling as he gurgled and more blood stained the snow red.

      Ash hadn’t even noticed her, he was too busy screaming his rage and she watched as he shifted. His hands grew sharp claws and his face became more vulpine and then it shifted back to human, over and over as his body curled over a much smaller one.

      She placed a hand on his shoulder, knowing what could happen and doing it anyway.

      Ash snarled and whirled around, raking his claws over her belly.

      Kenzie fell to her knees, clutching her stomach as blood poured from the rips in her skin. “Ash.” She reached out for him, ignoring the shifting between fox and human. Her hand touched his face and he stopped, chest heaving. “Ash, it’s me, Kenzie. We need to leave this place.”

      He blinked and those blue eyes of his were as dark as the blue ice over the pond. “Kenzie?”

      “Yes, we have to get out of here.” But they couldn’t just leave. She looked down at the body he was still protecting. “What happens next? Let me help you through.”

      “Kenzie, you’re bleeding,” Ash said, staring at the blood covering his hand. “Did I do that?”

      “Focus!” she snapped, gripping the back of his neck. “What happened?”

      That’s when he moved and she saw it, saw the small form of a little toddler. She was perfect even in death. With her rosy cheeks, bright red lips, and black hair she could be Snow White – not dead, just asleep.

      “My sister,” he said, gently pushing a curl from her forehead. “They found us and hunted us. Killed every last one of us.” Ash looked up at her and his eyes were filled with so much pain she felt a lump clog her throat.

      Kenzie nodded, trying to keep it together for just a little while longer. “And then what happened?”

      “He killed my sister and then I tore out his throat.”

      The man she’d stabbed didn’t have a knife wound anymore. He lay at Ash’s feet with a giant gaping wound in his neck only teeth could make.

      “What next?”

      Ash lay down and curled his body around his sister. Kenzie watched him turn into the small boy he once was and tears spilled down her cheeks. She held her hand to her stomach and crawled to him.

      “You can’t give up,” she whispered. “What happened? You survived this. Tell me what happened.”

      “I was ready to die…” Ash trailed off.

      “No.” She shook him, not bothering to wipe the tears from her face. “You didn’t die, Ash. This is just a memory. It’s not real. How did you get out of this?”

      Those blue eyes looked so strange in a boy’s face. Like he was a thousand years old and had witnessed the worst the world had to offer and couldn’t stand it anymore. And she supposed he had.

      Jesus, they were both so small.

      “Ash, please, how did you make it out of here?”

      He looked up to the sky and smiled. “An angel came.”

      She was starting to feel the cold. Her feet were frozen and numb, but her hand felt like it was burning as hot blood kept pouring over it. “An angel?”

      “Sometimes we get confused,” a cultured male voice said.

      And there he was.

      Kenzie gaped at the man who looked exactly the same as he had the other day. The only difference was he wore a different suit. “Eisheth?”

      The demon picked up the little boy who would grow up to be her mate one day, and he held him close. “I’m going to get you out of here,” he told Ash. “There’s someone you have to meet. And I don’t think she’ll survive this world without you.”

      The demon stared at her the whole time – clearly seeing her somehow even through time.

      “My sister is dead,” little Ash said sullenly. “I already failed.”

      Eisheth turned and carried Ash out of the clearing. “You didn’t fail; you just need to get big and strong. None of this was your fault.”

      “I should have saved her.” For someone so young, he was so solemn. Ash had always been intense, taking the world onto his shoulders before they were wide enough to carry it.

      “You need to grow up big and strong,” Eisheth told him. “You’ll save so many people. It can’t make up for your sister, but the universe isn’t fair like that. I will make a promise though, the one waiting to meet you? She’s worth living for.” The demon glanced over his shoulder at her one last time before popping out of existence.

      “Then he told me he would take my memory until I was ready to get it back.”

      Kenzie jumped and looked behind her. There was the Ash she knew, holding his hand out for her, unshed tears in his eyes.

      “Were you ready?” she asked.

      “I don’t think anyone would ever be ready to remember this shit, but the demon was right about one thing.”

      Kenzie took his hand, trusting him to stay with her – to walk out of this nightmare together. “What was it?”

      Ash picked her up, letting her blood mix with the gunshot wounds from his memory. He stared down at her with an unreadable expression. And just like that a door appeared. “You’re worth living for, Kenzie.”

      She threw her arms around his neck and Ash took them through the door and back into the real world.
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      “Kenzie!”

      She lurched to a sitting position, gasping as she clapped a hand over her stomach, remembering the way Ash’s claws had nearly gutted her.

      “Can someone please tell me if you’re all alive or not?” Selene demanded.

      What was that rocking sensation—right, the boat.

      “Ash?”

      Slowly his eyes opened and he blinked like he’d just been taking a long nap. He sat up so fast he blurred and then ripped her dress off. The fabric tearing shocked her and Kenzie just stared at him like he’d lost his mind.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her into his lap. “I’m so, so sorry.”

      Kenzie was afraid to look down, but when she did it wasn’t nearly as bad as she’d thought it would be. The marks weren’t gaping wounds, but there were five scratches right under her belly button that ran from hip to hip. They were angry and red, but the skin wasn’t broken. There wasn’t even blood.

      “Okay, everyone’s alive?” Selene asked.

      “Yeah, we’re both alive. Thanks, I’ll call you in the morning.” Kenzie hung up the phone and tore off Ash’s shirt.

      The scars that were there before were now raw and oozing blood, but they were healing. “Fuck,” she murmured. “Memory charms are no joke.”

      Ash couldn’t stop staring at her stomach. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      She looked up at him, and the lingering confusion in his eyes tore at her heart. “What do you remember?” Kenzie didn’t even care that she was sitting in her underwear and strapless bra, dress shredded to pieces. Not if it reassured him she was actually fine.

      “You came for me,” he murmured. “I don’t think I would have made it out of there without you.”

      She took a shuddering breath and wrapped her arms around his neck like she had in the memory, holding on tight as she felt his chest expand and he breathed normally again. His skin was slowly warming up, and the memory wounds were healing.

      “Of course I came for you.” Kenzie’s whole body started shaking as the fear and adrenaline started to drain away. “I told you I’d get you through this.”

      Ash buried his face in her neck. “How? I thought only witches could do that kind of shit.”

      “Apparently I’m still witch enough to manage it with the help of our bond.” Kenzie pulled back and showed him her palm, blood crusted into the shape of the runes. Then she pulled up his and compared the two. “Weird, it scarred.”

      His shifter healing should have completely erased any evidence that she’d carved into his palm, but runes had their own power. Her entire body was proof of that.

      “Now we match,” Ash said, comparing their two hands. “I’m okay with that.”

      Something about that hit her deep and hard. Kenzie gripped his face, kissing him hard. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, echoing his apology.

      “You’re worth living for, Kenzie. I meant that.” Ash flipped her over onto her back so fast she gasped. Then he kissed the marks he’d left on her mind and on her body. “I’m glad he forced me to live. That he took those memories from me and put me in the foster system. If he hadn’t…I never would have met you.”

      Tears ran down the sides of her face and into her hair. Kenzie swallowed, trying to get rid of the lump in her throat.

      No one had ever said anything like that to her before and it meant…so much more than she thought Ash could ever understand. He wanted to live for her when the whole world hadn’t thought Kenzie’s life was worth anything at all – not even to her.

      “Why are you crying?” Ash asked, kissing the tears from her face as he lay down beside her, stretching his body out next to hers – skin to skin.

      “I thought you were going to die,” she whispered, turning into him and tucking her head under his chin so he couldn’t see her fucking lose it. “And everything I saw…”

      All those bodies and one very tiny one.

      Ash said nothing, he just held her tighter.

      “Are you angry with me?” she asked.

      “For what, crazy girl?”

      “For making you remember that?”

      “No.” He stroked her hair, letting her tears soak his skin until they stopped. “You didn’t make me do anything. And before you say it was your idea, it was something that needed to be done.”

      She still felt guilty. He’d almost died because of her.

      Ash tapped her nose. “Stop that. You know I can feel all that shit through the bond. I’m still glad I did it despite everything.”

      “Is it like, you’ve known it all along? Or is it a shock?” she asked, tracing the fading scar of the bullet wound on his shoulder.

      “Mm.” His warm breath in her hair was somehow reassuring. “Since Eisheth blocked it from me it was a bit shocking at first, but it was always there. It wasn’t something I’d forced myself to forget. So it’s settled a little and it’s sore, but not fresh.” There was a pause as he considered. “If that makes sense.”

      Kenzie couldn’t get close enough to him. She tightened her grip on his neck and pulled herself up higher until she was curled up in his lap. Ash was her mate. And she’d almost lost him. The thought wouldn’t leave her alone.

      It didn’t matter that it was no one’s fault and this was bound to happen eventually.

      She’d almost lost him.

      The pain when the bond had weakened, it had taken her breath away, but pain she could deal with.

      It was the desolation she’d had knowing that a piece of her would be missing.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he murmured, wrapping his arms around her. “I’m going to make you do challenges with me until we’re old.”

      Kenzie laughed through her tears. “If it’s even a thing then.”

      Gently he put a finger under her chin and forced her to look at him. “Thank you.” Ash’s voice was solemn and determined. He wanted her to understand – and through their bond she knew he wouldn’t have done this any other way even if he’d known how it was going to turn out.

      “You’re welcome,” Kenzie murmured, curling her fingers into his hair. At least…at least she’d been here for him. She’d been able to get him out. And Ash was still very much alive.

      Pressing her lips to his she kept it soft and gentle, wrapping the silken strands of his hair as she just enjoyed the taste and feel of him. When Ash ran his tongue over the seam of her lips she sighed, feeling relief settle in and she parted her lips.

      His tongue was hot, stroking hers, undulating in a way that instantly made her wet. Kenzie groaned and tightened her grip on his hair tight enough to sting. Yes, this was what she needed. She needed this visceral reminder they were both alive.

      Before she could straddle him, Ash flipped her over onto her back and covered her entire body with his. The sensation of his skin against hers, the still-tender scratches on her stomach…Kenzie reached for his pants and as soon as the clasp was undone she pushed them down, using her toes to get them off so she didn’t have to stop kissing him.

      Ash gripped her wrists hard, and pushed his knee between her legs, forcing her to make space for him. Kenzie cradled him between her thighs, following his lead.

      “Do you trust me?” Ash asked, pulling back to search her face.

      Those dark blue eyes that would always remind her of ice and what he’d survived, that he was who he was now because he had survived. That he’d always been serious, even as a boy. Tragedy hadn’t done that to him.

      A demon had made sure he was still in one piece so he could be this.

      And Ash was perfect.

      “Yes. I trust you.” Kenzie held his gaze as he slid her hands up and over her head.

      He grabbed his tie and used it to bind her hands together. It was silky and just tight enough her breathing quickened as Kenzie realized what he was doing. Fates, he was going to wreck her and she couldn’t wait.

      It didn’t matter what she did to urge him on, Ash didn’t rush. He tied off her wrists with a little smile and then pulled some rope out of his nightstand. “The moment you want me to take it off, I will,” he told her, using the rope to secure the binding on her wrists to the headboard.

      Kenzie gave a little yank, testing the strength. Boat-boy tied some good knots. She could pull all she wanted and it wouldn’t give unless she untied the knot itself, which he’d made sure was near her fingers. Kenzie could easily undo it if she wanted.

      But she trusted him and because of that she stayed in the binding willingly.

      Ash removed her bra and then bent his head, taking one of her nipples into his mouth. The sensation made her gasp and arch into him. When he sucked, it shot right to her pussy and Kenzie felt her panties get soaked.

      She wanted more. “Please,” she begged. Not even sure what she wanted exactly, just that she needed it right now.

      There was no rushing him. Ash took his time sucking her nipple until it was hard and taut. Then he turned to the other one and Kenzie squirmed underneath him, trying to get some relief from the hard length of him pressed up against her.

      But Ash placed a hand on her hip and held her down. The message was crystal clear. She was his prisoner and he would take his time giving her what he wanted to. It made her groan and cry out when he nipped her hard enough to sting.

      “Ash,” she breathed. “Please hurry the fuck up.”

      He chuckled and kissed between her breasts. “So impatient, Kenzie. Maybe I should teach you some manners.”

      At that point she wanted whatever he would give her, but she wasn’t stupid enough to say so out loud. Kenzie had a feeling if she agreed he would torture her relentlessly and even though a part of her wanted that – not tonight.

      Tonight she wanted him as close to her as physically possible – as close as two people could be without becoming one.

      Ash kissed a trail down the center of her body, running his large hands down her arms and then her neck. All she could do was take it – take it and memorize the feel of him as those hands caressed her breasts when he settled lower and then tore off her underwear.

      The heat of his mouth felt so good, but he only sucked on her clit for a few seconds before that tongue of his licked from bottom to top. Kenzie moaned, lifting her hips, trying to get more of him as he took his sweet time running his hands lovingly down her sides and then under.

      He lifted her up and buried his face in her pussy, sucking and licking and kissing every inch of her until Kenzie felt like she might explode from the sensation alone. But Ash knew. He knew it wasn’t enough to get her off, not this time.

      No, Kenzie needed him. She needed him seated as deep inside her as he could get. If he split her in half it would be worth it.

      “Ask me nicely.” Ash lifted his head and watched her as his thumb rubbed little circles into her clit and Kenzie almost lost it right then and there.

      “Please, Ash,” she managed. Her thighs trembled as he kept the pace even and the pressure—Jesus. “Would you please make love to me?”

      It wasn’t the request he’d been anticipating. Ash tilted his head and studied her, not even distracted by her tits. “You want me to make love to you?” he asked. “Are you sure?”

      Kenzie could hear his unspoken question – the real one. Did she love him? Did she want him to love her instead of holding back like they always did because all of them were so afraid of a permanent bond?

      “I’m sure.” Even though she couldn’t say it out loud yet, she wanted this. Kenzie wanted these foxes – even Hunter in his own way.

      Because how was she supposed to live without them now that she knew what it was like to have them all in her life?

      Ash sat up on his knees and gripped himself, watching her like he wasn’t sure she was serious. Kenzie nodded. “I want this.”

      He guided his cock to her entrance, pressing just hard enough there was pressure, but didn’t slide in. “Tell me, Kenzie.” Her heart pounded as she wondered what he would ask her. “Do you love me?”

      So the quiet one was the first to ask.

      Kenzie supposed it made sense in a twisted way. Ash didn’t like to beat around the bush. His games weren’t sly or crafty like Hunter’s. They weren’t disguised as something else as Finnick’s were. They were right there out in the open, saying ‘I’m here to win.’

      “Maybe a little,” she said, inhaling sharply when he rewarded her with one measly inch. “Okay maybe more than a little.”

      Ash slowly slid inside until his hips were pressed against hers and she was full – stretched. The way he looked at her, Kenzie knew he saw more than just her body. But even she didn’t know all of what Ash saw. He smiled and leaned down to kiss her sweetly. “I think I knew I was in this for good when you told me not to fart in your face.”

      Her surprised laugh was cut off by an embarrassingly loud moan when he slid out and thrust back in, hard. Fates, Ash knew exactly what he was doing and she clenched around him, on the edge and ready.

      “I don’t want it soft,” she told him. “It’s not that kind of love.”

      Understanding filled his eyes and Ash nodded. “I think I know exactly what you mean.”

      Then he pounded in and out, taking her rough and hard, using her body while he held her gaze. Kenzie felt those tears prick her eyes again as she watched him, as she took it, letting it build and then crest.

      No, they didn’t have the soft and gentle kind of love normal people had. Kenzie and her foxes were damaged – ruined by the world, but made stronger every time it tried to kill them. They were all survivors. Feral little beasts that would rather gnaw their own arms off before letting someone take them captive.

      It was the kind of love that hurt even as it healed. It burned and burned and it would tear the world apart if it had to.

      And Ash made love to her like he had something to prove, like he wanted to take her apart piece by piece and then put her back together again, filling in the cracks and holes the world had left with parts of his own body.

      When he roared his release, it made the glass tremble and Kenzie felt him break inside just a little as he collapsed on top of her, as she stroked his slick back. Her legs trembled, but still she held him close.

      Then that bond between her and Ash became rock hard and unbreakable. It settled in her chest and her mind and for a moment, she was two people before it faded into the background.

      Fates help anyone who tried to take them from her again.
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      Kenzie and Ash got home late. Finnick had stayed up waiting for them.

      It wasn’t just that he didn’t like the idea of them on open water.

      He’d seen it on TV a thousand times. The person watching out for the chick stayed up late watching stupid shows and maybe fell asleep. Maybe they read a book.

      Finnick was reading one of Kenzie’s graphic novels and trying not to worry about that stupid fucking boat sinking in the bay when he heard the car pull up around one in the morning. He jumped to his feet and ran to the front window, pulling the curtains aside just enough to see them.

      They both look tired, but happy. At least they’d survived the boat, and that ridiculous challenge Ash had taken her to. Finnick had been a little worried she wouldn’t agree and they’d be home way too early, pissed off and generally making things unpleasant in the house for everyone.

      Ash carried her shoes like the gentleman he was and followed her up the stairs to the front door.

      Shit.

      Finnick ran up the stairs to the top floor and slipped into his room, closing his door just enough he could still see Kenzie’s room.

      The father figure always yelled for them to stop kissing on the front porch but this wasn’t the same thing. They all lived in the same fucking house for one, and two: he didn’t want to stop them from kissing if that meant things worked out for Ash.

      The other fox had it bad. Finnick could see it and he knew what it was like from experience. Kenzie was magnetic. There was so much fire and spirit in her – he couldn’t help but be drawn to her like a moth to the flame.

      And every time some shit went down – she had hers together. Kenzie was a badass warrior and she’d ruined him for any other woman ever again. Finnick wasn’t sure when he was going to tell her he’d accepted the bond, but he would…when the time was right.

      Whenever the fuck that was.

      Their voices grew louder as they came up the stairs. Finnick couldn’t focus on what they were saying when he scented blood.

      Before freaking out, he waited until the two of them came into view.

      Ash looked more haggard than usual. Kenzie seemed tired and she wore Ash’s sweat pants and shirt. They both smiled and Ash gave her a pretty decent kiss, but it was hard to tell. The other fox wasn’t huge, but he dwarfed Kenzie. His big stupid shoulders made it hard to see anything.

      It didn’t seem like it was new blood, but Finnick’s hackles were still raised at the hint of copper on the air. What the fuck had they been doing that there was blood? Had Kenzie gotten hurt during the challenge?

      Hunter and Finnick had covered for them. They’d gone out and fetched two more from Brad’s list of naughty behavior so Kenzie and Ash could enjoy their date without interruption. They shouldn’t be the ones smelling like battle.

      He almost went out there, but then Ash said goodnight and went down the hall to his own room. Kenzie watched him go before heading inside hers.

      Finnick narrowed his eyes and sniffed the air again. They definitely had sex, but the scent of blood was confusing him.

      Screw it.

      Padding down the hall he stopped in front of Kenzie’s door and listened for a moment before knocking.

      “Come in.”

      Why did her voice always promise sex?

      Finnick eased the door open a little and peered through the crack.

      She was naked already.

      He pushed it open wide and stared at the marks on her stomach. They looked suspiciously like claw marks.

      “So…” he drawled. “Was a demon sacrifice part of your date as well?”

      Kenzie rifled through her clothes. Something about the fact that she didn’t give a shit what he saw made him want to bend her over the dresser. But he resisted. Barely.

      “How did I know you were going to be the one at my door?” she asked wryly, slipping on a shirt.

      No sex then. Fine. Finnick shrugged. Sex wasn’t the only thing he wanted. “I’d like for you to answer my question. I don’t appreciate when my mate comes home in more pain than when she left. Tell me what happened.”

      Kenzie sighed and slipped on a pair of sexy little boy-short underwear. She climbed into her bed, ass in the air, knowing exactly what she was doing. “Ash took the memory charm Selene made near the end of our date. It didn’t go well, but no one actually died.”

      His nostrils flared as he took that in, trying not to think too much about what ‘it didn’t go well’ meant. “So neither one of you thought it was a good idea to call us and let us know? Or I don’t know, do that here?”

      “I tried to get him to take it here, but he said he trusted me. He wanted to get it over with.” She slid under the covers and eyed him. “It was rough, though we made it through.”

      Finnick was pissed, but they were both adults.

      Adults who had stupidly put themselves in danger. On a boat. In the middle of the water.

      “I still don’t like it. And you have new runes I see.”

      “Had to get him out.” She snuggled under the blanket and laid down like she was going to fall asleep even with him glaring at her.

      Finnick sighed, letting his anger drain away. It was pointless to stay mad when everyone was fine, but he didn’t like the sneaking suspicion that he almost lost both of them today and had had no idea.

      He wasn’t going to be that obsessive psycho stalker no matter how much he wanted to be.

      “Could I maybe sleep with you tonight?” he asked, running his fingers through his hair. Finnick just needed to be close to her, reassure his fox that she wasn’t going anywhere so he could fucking sleep.

      Kenzie didn’t say anything, but she lifted the covers so he could climb in.

      All the tension in his chest released and Finnick didn’t hesitate to slide right in, moving her away from the edge. Kenzie rolled onto her other side and he wrapped his body around hers, holding her close.

      She smelled like the ocean and magic and that coppery tang, but she also smelled happy, content. It settled him even further and Finnick closed his eyes, breathing in that sweet scent of burnt sugar and mate.

      If he could spend every night like this for the rest of his life he would die happy.

      “How did you weasel your way in here already?” Ash asked.

      The sound of his feet as he walked across the room was enough. He didn’t need to open his eyes to see the rueful look on Ash’s face. Finnick smiled and snuggled Kenzie closer, making her squeak.

      “You two are terrible,” she muttered. “How am I going to ever sleep again when both of you are so needy?”

      The bed dipped and then he felt Ash slide his hand between Kenzie and Finnick. He opened one eye. The other fox had his forehead against Kenzie’s. They were all close enough the warmth was nearly suffocating, but Finnick was too stubborn to move and Ash somehow managed to get even closer.

      “Don’t touch my feet with your feet,” Finnick muttered, burying his face into the back of Kenzie’s neck.

      “Shut up and go to sleep,” Ash grumbled, pulling Kenzie closer to him.

      Finnick growled, tightening his hold on her.

      “Both of you shut up and go to sleep or I’m kicking you out and I don’t care who started it.”

      Both of them stilled at the threat, knowing she wouldn’t hesitate to follow through. In seconds Kenzie was asleep and breathing deep. Finnick met Ash’s eye and they stared at each other for a moment.

      “I heard you almost died.”

      “Apparently.”

      Finnick loosened his grip on Kenzie so she was more centered between them. “I would have been annoyed if you’d died.”

      Ash chuckled. “I love you too, Finnick. Get some sleep.”
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      The sun was what woke him up first. Then it was Ash’s hand over his waist. Finnick peeled his eyelids open, feeling a bit groggy but well rested for the first time since…well, since ever.

      Ash was still sleeping which was a miracle in and of itself. Finnick couldn’t remember the last time the other fox had slept in past dawn, regardless of when he’d gone to sleep. The only thing that kept Ash alive was his ability to nap anywhere at any time for ten minute increments.

      Kenzie shifted a little and Finnick kissed the back of her neck “How long have you been awake?” he asked.

      “About twenty minutes,” she whispered. “But I didn’t want to wake you guys up.”

      Finnick smiled at that and nipped her shoulder. “Want to play a game?”

      Birds chirped outside her window and the fan that was always running ruffled the curtains. It was still cool but it would burn off soon.

      “What game?” she breathed.

      But Finnick could tell she had a guess. Her entire body went completely still as she waited for his answer.

      “The game is keeping completely quiet, and don’t move otherwise you’ll wake Ash.”

      Her slight inhale was music to his ears. Finnick slowly loosened his grip around her waist and pulled his hand back, careful not to hit Ash’s arm, but he did make sure to drag his fingers over Kenzie’s nipples.

      Finnick watched as she clenched her lips together. He leaned forward just enough to lick her earlobe. “Wanna play?”

      “Yes,” she breathed.

      He couldn’t help his delighted grin.

      What should he start with then? Starting out slow would be good. Finnick ran his hand down her back, skipped over Ash’s arm and then put his hand right on her ass cheek and squeezed. Fuck, she had such a nice ass. It was big and round and curvy and his large palm couldn’t even hold one glorious cheek.

      He caressed it again, watching as her breathing quickened, but she didn’t move. “Good girl,” he whispered. Then he slid his hand inside her panties so he could feel her soft skin.

      Working around Ash’s arm was a pain in the ass, but it wasn’t just Kenzie playing the game. Finnick wanted to see if he could fuck her without waking up the other fox. It would take some doing but it was possible.

      And if he woke up…well, then Finnick supposed the game changed into something else. Either way it was win-win.

      Leaning back he scooted down just a little and then slipped his hand between her legs under her panties. He had to bite his lip to keep from groaning when she parted them just enough for him to find her clit. Then Finnick gently ran his fingers over her slick folds.

      Fuck, she was already so wet and he’d woken up hard as a rock.

      Kenzie gasped when he slid in a finger. They both froze, waiting to see if Ash would wake up, but the big guy was passed the fuck out. So Finnick slid in a second finger, stroking her walls slowly.

      Her top thigh trembled as she parted her legs even further. Finnick nearly lost it then and there. He would never get over the fact that this glorious fucking woman wanted him. She wanted him, body and soul.

      Sliding his fingers out he found that little button that always made her go wild. Slowly he rubbed her, trying not to press his dick against her ass because if he did it was going to be all over. Finnick was so hard it hurt and his cock strained against his sweats.

      He kept rubbing, listening to the way she breathed in little gasps. When his hand was completely soaked he pulled out and kissed her shoulder, and then pulled down his sweats just enough his cock was free.

      Finnick slowly, carefully pulled down her little boy-shorts.

      One hand gripped her hip to hold her in place and the other guided his cock between her thighs. Finnick rubbed his head on her lips, eyes rolling in the back of his head at the sensation. God she was so wet and hot.

      Then he pushed in slowly, letting his dick do the work of spreading her.

      Kenzie pressed back into him and Finnick had to bite her shoulder to keep from cursing out loud. That was his mistake, because she fucking lost it. His mate pushed back again harder and groaned, grabbing Ash’s face to kiss the hell out of him.

      Watching her kiss him with his dick in her…Finnick thrust hard and watched as Ash’s eyes shot open. The other fox was confused for half a second before he took in Finnick’s thrusting and then he kissed her back.

      Ash was a fucking good kisser too. He held Kenzie’s face with a grip that was both gentle but unyielding. He held her in place and fucked her mouth with his tongue. Finnick let out the groan he’d been holding in and he couldn’t hold back anymore.

      He pounded into her from behind and watched as she slid her hand into Ash’s pants, jerking him off. Ash returned the favor and rubbed her clit while Finnick took her.

      Watching the two of them made him lose it. Finnick thrust one last time and felt his cum fill her before it oozed out – too full. He groaned and murmured her name, kissing her as she came. Her grip on Ash’s neck was hard enough to leave marks.

      She convulsed around him with the full force of her orgasm and Finnick cursed, thrusting into her again. Kenzie was going to milk him dry until she sucked the marrow from his bones.

      “My turn,” Ash growled.

      He grabbed Kenzie and rolled her on top of him. Ash pulled down his sweats and she sank down, taking him like a champ. Finnick couldn’t help but watch, noticing the way his cum slid out of her and covered Ash.

      Fucking Christ, he was hard again just watching them and the way she rode him…Kenzie turned and grabbed Finnick’s face, kissing him hard enough he tasted blood. Yes, it was his turn for her sweet mouth.

      Her hair was like silk between his fingers. Kenzie gripped him, stroking gently and he thrust into her hand. It was strange to feel her pleasure through the bond as it crested and fell, crashing to the ground as she shuddered around Ash.

      Finnick released her so she could collapse on top of the other fox and Ash growled as he came, throwing his head back. It wasn’t something Finnick had never seen before. They’d shared a girl on occasion after all, but seeing him with Kenzie…

      Ash had never looked like that at anyone.

      That was love on his face and somehow it made him seem softer, more approachable. It was fucking weird to see and Finnick immediately wondered if he looked that goofy when he looked at her.

      Her laughter broke the spell and Finnick snorted, pushing her over. “You lost.”

      “I’m not even mad.” Kenzie grinned at the both of them. “It was totally worth it.”

      He slid off the bed and grabbed a few washcloths he’d stocked in her bathroom for exactly this reason and soaked them with warm water. Finnick cleaned himself up as he watched Kenzie snuggle into Ash and he knew without asking that Ash had accepted the mate bond.

      Had Kenzie?

      Maybe he should ask.

      He threw them both a washcloth and tossed his in the hamper. “What do you guys want for breakfast? I was thinking pancakes with blueberry syrup sounds pretty fucking good.”

      “With eggs and bacon,” Ash agreed. He gave Kenzie a little peck and Finnick snorted.

      “How many times do I have to show you how to do this?” he asked, crossing the room.

      Ash rolled his eyes and Kenzie stared at him in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

      “Like this,” he said, taking Ash by the back of the neck.

      Finnick kissed the other fox as if he were Kenzie – a reminder that he would never be far.

      When he released him he gave Kenzie a wink, loving the shocked look on her face and the smell of her arousal ratcheted up, filling the room completely. Ash just cleaned himself up with that stupid smile on his face.

      “I swear you use every opportunity to do that,” Ash said, pulling his sweats up over his dick. “And I’d be annoyed except it works every fucking time.”

      “Gotta know your audience,” Finnick whispered into Kenzie’s ear before kissing her cheek.

      “Actually you’re both doing it wrong.”

      Finnick turned to see Hunter in the doorway with his arms crossed over his chest. When had the alpha ever come to play with them? Oh, Finnick wanted to see him play bad.

      “Care to join us?” Finnick asked. “I’m sure Kenzie could go another round.”

      But Hunter didn’t ever look at Kenzie. He maintained eye contact with him as he crossed the room without replying. Finnick was too shocked to do anything when Hunter gently cradled his face in his hands and pulled Finnick down.

      The alpha’s lips on his own made him stiffen for a moment in confusion, but the fucker was right. He was a damn good kisser. The way he gripped Finnick, biting his lower lip hard before gently sliding his tongue in his mouth…

      What the fuck.

      Finnick was hard again.

      Hunter’s thumbs caressed his cheeks and then the smaller fox released him and Finnick just stared at the guy who had never once gone out with them. He’d never seen Hunter with another girl or guy and honestly he’d wondered if he was a virgin or maybe just…asexual. That was totally possible.

      But there was no fucking way when he could kiss like that.

      The alpha fox gave Kenzie a look that promised her so many things and Finnick watched him turn around like nothing had happened, slipping his hands into his pockets. “I made coffee if you guys want some,” Hunter said as he walked out. “I’ll see you after work.”

      The look on Ash’s face probably mirrored his own – a strange combination of shock and lust. Then there was Kenzie who definitely looked like she needed to go another round after watching that.

      Finnick smiled as he watched Hunter leave. “I have so many questions.”
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      It was hard to stay focused on the ward system with Ash and Finnick lounging around, playing on their phones and basically doing nothing useful. They were there to help her and Selene while they worked on setting up for one of the empty warehouses Samuel had.

      Help was a strong word.

      They were basically there to make sure if anything happened she and Selene weren’t alone.

      Normally it wouldn’t bother her, but Kenzie couldn’t get the image of Finnick kissing Ash out of her head. And Ash had acted like it was nothing – like it was normal.

      It had brought up a lot of questions that Ash and Finnick had answered during breakfast. Apparently when the two of them went out together they’d find themselves attracted to the same girl. And neither of them cared much about sharing or…crossing swords.

      They were both passionate. They both followed that instinct into whatever felt right at the time. Kenzie had asked if they were into into each other…but no. It was just a sex thing.

      Though she could clearly see how much they cared for each other. She would even go so far as to say they loved each other in that bromance way guys had. It was kind of amazing actually.

      And then there was Hunter…

      Kenzie shook her head and refocused for the thousandth time that morning.

      The Alpha of the West Coast Pride had been doing his own research on who the perpetrators were with an army of private investigators, so he was rotating his projects around. Once this ward system was up and running he’d move a research facility here. Kenzie just hoped it held up against whatever it was that was in league with demons.

      She really hoped it wasn’t the fae. Those fuckers were such a pain in the ass.

      Kenzie tapped the new charm in her ear that allowed her to see as well as a raven shifter and studied the main device. Selene was a genius at finding ways to get the magic into a form she could actually work with.

      Adding tech was always dangerous and could so easily do something very, very bad.

      When they’d been experimenting with the vibration tech they’d accidentally opened a portal onto another plane. Thank the Fates Selene had the sense to shut it down before the rip in the universe had been noted by someone on the Council monitoring that kind of thing.

      Then Finnick caught her staring again and he gave her a wink.

      Kenzie glared at him. “Can you find some way to be useful?” she snapped.

      They had spent the entire day yesterday in bed and it had been one of the most amazing things she’d ever experienced. When they weren’t having sex, the three of them watched anime and ordered pizza with pineapple and bacon on it.

      Then when Hunter had come home from work things hadn’t really changed other than the sex. The alpha fox had simply joined them on her bed, watching the show with them until it was time to go and get the next two people on Brad’s list as a group.

      He’d sat on the farthest edge, a few feet away, but he’d still been there – participating.

      Kenzie had made a point to include him, even going so far as to sit next to him, leaning into him while Ash and Finnick got more provisions. Hunter had held her like he was supposed to, but it still wasn’t second nature to him.

      This was all new for the fox.

      The affection and companionship were new for her too, but Kenzie knew what was expected and how things were supposed to go. But it was like Hunter had grown up under a rock. He was that disinterested in other people.

      Except for his little bit of chaos in the world.

      It was kind of adorable because he’d tried so hard to make her happy. Hunter had even put his arm around her shoulders as they watched the show, but he was stiff and quiet. The only thing he’d asked her was if she was okay.

      Somehow without telling him, he’d known about the memory charm.

      How did he just know stuff?

      “Fine, I’ll go check…something,” Finnick said. “Come on Ash, we’re distracting her from her work with our manly muscles, glistening in the warm light.”

      “Why are you so fucking weird, man.”

      Ash and Finnick walked around the edge of the warehouse, grumbling at each other but Kenzie knew it was just how they were. Every time Finnick made Ash uncomfortable it was to remind him that even though Ash was the quiet one, Finnick never forgot about him.

      She loved that about them.

      And Hunter…Kenzie didn’t really understand that dynamic, but they were always there for each other. Hunter was more the overseer though, he didn’t really participate in the everyday shit that Finnick and Ash did.

      What did he even like to do in his spare time?

      The door opened and Selene strode in with another box. “I have the rest of the stuff here. Can I get you anything else?”

      Kenzie shook her head and screwed in one of Selene’s enchanted metal chips. “How’s Gram-Gram?”

      “She’s getting bored so I told her she should go visit you.”

      Kenzie snorted. “Tell her she should go find that boy toy.”

      Selene sat down at the table Samuel had ensured was there among a few other niceties. “I will never understand your relationship with Grandma Edith.”

      “Me either.” Kenzie set the screwdriver down and looked up at her sister. “What about you? How are things with the coven?”

      It was so bizarre not knowing everything already. Kenzie had spent her whole life in that goddamn house and now that she was finally free she missed the shit out of her sister and grandmother.

      Why did witch life have to be so complicated?

      Selene looked around; her gaze pausing on the boys as they scuffled in the corner over Fates knew what. The massive warehouse was completely empty except the small luxuries Samuel had made sure they had while they worked.

      They had the big, nice worktable and fancy new computers. There was a generator that looked like something straight out of Star Trek to power everything including the mini fridge that was thoughtfully stocked with water and fruit.

      Kenzie shook her head and selected the next chip, checking her notes before sliding it into the casing. The Alpha wasn’t the asshole he pretended to be. He was in a position of power and had to defend it from little shits who tried to steal from him.

      Understanding why he was a jerk made it easy for her to accept what had happened and move on.

      She had stolen from him after all.

      “The coven is a total shitshow right now,” Selene confessed, slipping on her own gloves to no doubt double check her work. “Between the investigation into the curse on our house and Peter’s involvement…a connection hasn’t been made between him and Brad yet, but I need you to be careful Kenzie. Takahashi isn’t stupid and you’re technically going against the coven and the Council with this contract.”

      Kenzie flipped the screwdriver around and around like she used to with pens and considered her sister. “You’re not doing anything to impede the investigation are you?”

      The slight tinge of pink on her cheeks was answer enough.

      “I’m not going to tell you you’re being stupid, but if you’re doing something that could harm your position…at least make sure it can’t be traced back to you.” Kenzie eyed Selene until her sister squared her shoulders and nodded.

      They may be friends and coworkers now, but Kenzie had raised her ass and she wasn’t about to let her ruin all her hard work. “What’s the rule?” she asked.

      “Don’t ever get caught.”

      “Exactly. So be careful. Blame it all on me if you have to. The coven doesn’t see me as a part of the clan, not really. I’m basically your get out of jail free card.”

      Kenzie screwed the last chip into place and then checked to make sure it was aligned perfectly before getting out the portable solder. This was always the worst part. The heat mixing the magic and the tech…sometimes it was fine – sometimes it wasn’t.

      Selene had the grace to look offended. “I’m not ever going to shun you Kenzie. If I have to challenge someone to make sure that doesn’t happen, I will.”

      Oh, a witch challenge. “That hasn’t been done in like…a hundred years.” Kenzie kind of wanted to see one. “My money’s on you though.”

      She pulled her goggles down and Selene backed up as Kenzie brought the solder to the chips.

      Sparks flew in a rainbow of colors, but nothing exploded even though Selene was ready for it, hands out to shield them both at a moment’s notice. The solder metal wire was something they’d designed together and had to be made from scratch.

      They even held the patent for the formula.

      But so far no one could duplicate the efficiency and most of it blew up in their faces. Kenzie wasn’t sure what those people did wrong, but the balance of elements had to be perfect. She and Selene usually made the wire in a clean room.

      It sold for thousands per ounce when they had enough surplus to sell.

      The wire melted into the exact consistency she needed and the smell of the sage, among other things, infused into the wire filled the room. Kenzie wrinkled her nose. Burning sage wasn’t a pleasant smell.

      And...done.

      She lifted up her goggles to admire her work. Now for the hard part. Getting it to function as it was supposed to.

      The tech was fine, but when magic was a part of anything there was always this weird glitch that happened. Tweaking and tuning was tedious, but necessary or the ward wouldn’t keep out even a squirrel shifter let alone a fucking demon.

      Kenzie covered the parts with the outer casing and started hooking up the wires. The program she’d developed was top notch, but she’d had to do some tweaks for Samuel that she’d never had to do before. The Alpha had a list of paranormals so long she hadn’t even heard of half of them before.

      Creating a code for each of them was a giant pain in the ass. But so was the magic part. A detection and prevention system was no joke. The only reason they’d been able to get it done so quickly was because they’d had previous working templates to base it off of and a Council member who had something from each species.

      “Anything else I can help with?” Selene asked, pulling up her chair. “I always feel so useless during this part.”

      Kenzie pulled up the program and slipped on her computer glasses. “I feel the same way when you’re doing the magic part. And no I just need…ah, here it is.” She opened the code window to double check everything and then selected the program. “I’m going to run through the diagnostics real fast, enter in the blueprints of the building and then we can test it.”

      “Is the list of approved paranormals there as well? Did I give it to you?” Selene asked, peering over her shoulder even when they both knew the letters, symbols, and numbers meant nothing to her.

      “Yea, but I’m making it so the only ones who currently have access are you and me.” Kenzie snickered as her fingers flew over the keyboard.

      They both looked up when Finnick started raising his voice and Ash just crossed his arms over his chest, shaking his head.

      “Are they fighting?” Selene asked.

      Kenzie snorted. “They’re always fighting. I bet you five dollars Finnick is trying to tell Ash that the best Star Wars movie was The Empire Strikes Back and Ash is insisting it is Rogue One. If they can’t come to some kind of consensus it will devolve into whoever can do the most pushups wins.”

      Selene covered her mouth and laughed. “There’s no way it’s that accurate. I’m raising it to ten dollars and that they’re arguing over who has the biggest biceps.”

      Her typing paused and Kenzie considered her foxes. “I’m putting a hundred dollars on a movie or pop culture reference.”

      “Who’s the strongest or most beautiful.” Selene stuck out her hand.

      Kenzie shook it with a grin. “Deal.”

      Hitting enter she leaned back while the diagnostics ran. “Hey boys!”

      Both Finnick and Ash turned to glare at her like she’d interrupted a very important conversation.

      “What are you guys talking about?” Kenzie asked as sweetly as she could.

      “He’s trying to tell me that he will never watch Lord of the Rings because he’s already read the books. Tell him, Kenz. Tell him how good they are,” Finnick demanded. “He’s shooting down my marathon suggestion.”

      Selene laughed and slyly slipped her a hundred dollar bill. “Looks like you guys are really getting close. I’m happy for you big sis.”

      Stuffing the money in her pocket, she eyed her sister. Selene had grown into a gorgeous woman. Age was just a number in the witch world. Soon Selene would be twenty and an actual candidate for coven leader.

      Kenzie trusted her sister’s judgement. Selene had always been more serious, more practical, and generally took the safer route. So for her to smile and laugh and accept these lesser shifters as family…it was a big fucking deal.

      “We can talk about this later,” Kenzie called back to Finnick. “Maybe we can think of a proper reward for making him sit through it.”

      The diagnostics were halfway done thanks to Samuel’s top of the line everything.

      “So…I felt something weird with Ash after the memory charm fiasco,” she confessed to Selene. “It was like...dropping a stone into a pool. When it settled it felt like it was always there after the ripples smoothed out. Do you think it’s the mate bond?”

      Her sister considered the dark-haired fox. “That one first, huh? Not Finnick?”

      Kenzie shrugged one shoulder and tapped her fingers on the table as she considered them both.

      Finnick was currently checking the windows while Ash studied every nook and cranny of the surprisingly clean warehouse.

      “I don’t really understand what happened. It wasn’t like I said, ‘I accept the mate bond’ out loud or anything. But after everything that we went through, I didn’t ever want to let him go. It was terrifying to think of what things would be like without him in the world.”

      Just remembering that feeling made her shiver with dread.

      Selene smiled sadly. “I’ve heard the mate bond is like that. It ties the shifters together with their mate, or mates, in ways no one else can comprehend. It’s…the closest thing to true love that exists.”

      Kenzie tilted her head and looked back at the diagnostics. Oh good, it was done. Now time to install it on Samuel’s server.

      “I don’t know if that’s necessarily true in this case,” Kenzie murmured. “I told him I loved him – well, kind of. And then that stone. But how can I tell if he’s accepted it or not? That’s just Ash too. I can feel them all with varying degrees of intensity. It’s really confusing and I’m not a huge fan of how it pushes me in a certain direction. Would I have ever looked at any of them twice if the universe hadn’t shoved us together?”

      Selene gave her that knowing little smile that reminded Kenzie of Grandma Edith. “They would have stolen from you regardless, and you would have had to work with them. Do you think it would have worked out like this without them telling you they were your mates?”

      Tapping the keys she considered. “They’re definitely hot. I thought that the moment I saw them even if I wanted to wring their stupid necks. We might have fucked, but forever?”

      Her sister leaned against the desk propping her head up on her hand to stare at Kenzie.

      “Okay, it would have taken a lot longer though! And three of them?”

      Selene shrugged. “Ash and Finnick would have happened anyways I think. But Hunter? How’s that going anyway? He seemed very amenable the other day. Is he less awkward with you?”

      Kenzie laughed and put in her password. “Hell no, but I kind of like that about him.”

      Her sister grinned at that. “Me too.”

      “Looks like the program is running,” she muttered. “The second I activate it, only we can be in here. Let’s warn the boys.”

      Kenzie looked up and froze when she saw Ash and Finnick sprinting towards them. Her mind was screaming at her to do something, but her body wouldn’t move.

      Finnick grabbed her and they slammed to the floor next to Ash and Selene right before a giant fireball burst into the warehouse.

      “What the fuck was that?” Kenzie asked, coughing as she rolled over onto her stomach. Selene looked disheveled but otherwise fine.

      “Fae,” Finnick gritted out, helping her to her feet. “We have to get out of here. There’s no way Ash and I can take care of a fae let alone a demon.”

      Selene let Ash help her to her feet and then she snapped her fingers. Blue fire burst into flame, hovering in a ball right above her palm. “You have me here and this time I can do magic.”

      The doors flew off their hinges and Kenzie ducked as heat washed over all of them before Selene got her shield up. She ran to the computers, typing in the new code as quickly as she could. If she could just get Finnick and Ash approved maybe it would work the first time.

      “Kenzie, goddammit!” Finnick tackled her to the floor right before the computers were blasted into shrapnel.

      Something sharp hit her arm and then the smell of blood filled the warehouse. Kenzie grabbed the metal shard and yanked it out. Finnick was unharmed. So were Ash and Selene.

      Looking up at what walked in the door though…Kenzie knew that might not be the case for long.

      They were so totally fucked.
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      What came in through the door was something Kenzie never thought she would see in her lifetime. Four tall, ethereal men and women entered the warehouse. All of them had pointed ears.

      Fae.

      The one at the front grinned at her before he sent another wave of fire at them.

      Autumn Court then.

      A woman, hair so pale it was nearly white with blazing blue eyes, followed closely behind the male, ice trailing after her. And it spread across the floor like a disease.

      Winter Court.

      Another female tried Selene’s shield with water magic, attempting to drown them all and the fourth male controlled the vines that choked the warehouse doors, crumbling the structure where it could.

      Spring and Summer.

      “You’re the witches the Alpha hired,” Autumn said. The vibration and gravel in his voice made Kenzie shiver and Finnick held her close – like he would shield her from that fire with his body if he had to.

      Kenzie had only ever seen one of the fae once. Otherwise they mostly kept to themselves in the weird plane of existence that was layered on top of theirs. But everyone knew about their archaic structure from stories and such. The fae just lived so long. Change didn’t come easily to them if ever.

      But their power wasn’t what was currently scaring the shit out of her. It was that these four were clearly from different courts. And the different courts did not get along. So what did this even mean? Why were they here, gunning for Samuel hard enough they were willing to take out the matriarch of the Kavanagh clan?

      “Got anything for fae magic?” Ash asked, practically picking Selene up to get her on her feet. Finnick and Ash pushed them both behind them and Kenzie panicked.

      Knowing her foxes they were ready and willing to give up their lives for her and Selene.

      She couldn’t have that.

      “S?” Kenzie asked tightly as elemental magic relentlessly pressed against Selene’s shield to the point her sister was already sweating as she furiously sketched runes in the air with her fingers to enforce it.

      Kenzie pulled out the small knife from her pocket. “Can you contact Samuel? I’ll see if we can get our friendly neighborhood demon to make an appearance.”

      Selene pulled from the universe, drawing on all the power she’d been born to wield and Kenzie could feel it deep in her chest. She supposed she was witch enough for a few things.

      “I can hold them off for now,” Selene muttered. “Once I get this shield completely secure I’ll text Samuel, but Kenz I can only hold it for so long.” Her sister finished off the last rune with a flourish and then gave Kenzie a look that made her stomach dip unpleasantly. “If they continue to work, or weave their magic together, there’s no way in hell I can hold this. It’s too wild and unpredictable and so fucking powerful. I can feel it searching for a weakness.”

      That didn’t bode well. Kenzie studied the fae again.

      They were circling them, predators in much the same way the shifters were, but so much worse. They had the animal instincts and drives, but it was…disturbing the way they thought. The rest of the species were supposed to serve them as they had a millennia ago when fae ruled this plane.

      But now humanity ruled, and all the paranormals hid in the shadows – living along, but not with, the humans.

      “Not to be that guy, but I definitely can’t take one of the fae,” Finnick told them, more serious than she’d ever heard him before. He studied the building and the vines that started to cover everything as they creeped toward them. “Call your backup but we need a plan that gets us out even if they don’t make it in time.”

      Ash nodded. “Finnick and I can distract them while you two run.”

      “No,” Kenzie snapped, clenching her hands into fists. “I’m not letting you do that.” She started carving Eisheth’s pentagram into her hand as she furiously tried to think of alternatives.

      The fae who seemed to be in charge widened that terrifying smile to show off his sharp canines. “No one is going to make it out of here alive,” he told them. “We can’t have the Alpha warding against us.”

      Kenzie licked her lips nervously as she tried to ignore him, finishing off the last rune. She’d memorized Eisheth’s pentagram. Calling him would have been easier, but her phone was sitting on the floor outside the shield. This would have to be a request just like the last time.

      Selene tapped out a message with one hand while she gritted her teeth, holding the shield with the other hand. Her sister was powerful but they only had so long.

      Finnick and Ash seemed to bulk up as they prepared for the shield to fail at some point. The two of them were used to working as a team and Kenzie’s mind raced as she considered every alternative.

      “If they get through the shield we need to attack them fast and hard,” Kenzie told them. She pulled a few charms from her bracelet, blood dripping everywhere. Thank fuck she’d stocked up. “These should shield you from most magic for ten minutes. I don’t know how they’ll hold up against fae magic though, but I’m hoping it’ll give us the time we need to get out of here.”

      Everyone took one and all four of the fae grinned at that.

      “Oh lovely, a game,” the sultry Winter Court female said as her ice covered the shield and then shattered into deadly shards. “I was worried this would be too easy. I’m so very pleased the rumors are true.”

      Finnick cocked his head to the side. “What is it you have against the Alpha?” he asked. “Maybe if the story’s good enough I’ll switch sides. I don’t like fighting for a losing team.”

      Kenzie tensed as she slapped the charm to her skin, feeling the telltale tingle as it settled in. She knew Finnick was just getting a feel for the enemy, but he sounded so fucking honest. Even knowing better, he had her doubting.

      “We used to hunt your kind,” Autumn said, ignoring the question. No doubt he thought it was beneath him to explain. He grinned at Finnick. “Does some small part of your tiny brain remember what it was like to be chased by dogs while we rode you down on our horses?”

      Ash snarled at him and Kenzie wondered for a split second if it hadn’t been humans who had slaughtered his pack, but fae.

      The threat had Finnick baring his teeth, all thoughts of playing this cleverly clearly gone in his rage.

      Could anything really take out a fae? Or would it just slow them down long enough for them all to get away?

      Kenzie eyed the computers and the ward system. How could she get access? She could pull it up with her watch. She didn’t need the computers per se when she had a pretty fucking amazing system in the watch she’d designed.

      Selene’s shield cracked and they had seconds. Ash shifted and Selene shot Kenzie a look. She took off one of her bracelets and tossed it to her sister. “When it goes down, run to the desk.”

      Her sister nodded and Kenzie palmed a few charms that would give them a few seconds of cover. “Ready?” she murmured, knowing her foxes could hear her despite the racket.

      Ash nodded, his head coming up higher than her hips. Finnick was going to be the one to fight in his human form…distracting them like he always did.

      Then Selene’s shield splintered as the vines crawled over the sphere and her sister cried out as the power was crushed. Kenzie dove for the desk and tossed it over, pulling her sister with her before the fire crawling up behind the vines could burn them all.

      Finnick and Ash ran in opposite directions, circling the fae. Kenzie knew they wouldn’t hold out long. She had to get the system up and running before her mates were taken from her. She tapped her watch furiously, entering commands at a speed she’d never managed before, a speed born out of desperation.

      Selene wove another spell into the air and purple fog filled the room, hiding the foxes from view, but the faes’ sense of smell was just as good as a shifter’s. Her mates had to be fast. Kenzie tossed a few marbles over the desk for good measure. They exploded in fire and brimstone and she prayed the shields she’d given Finnick and Ash would hold just a little bit longer.

      “Give it up already!” a voice she didn’t recognize called out. “This is child’s play.” Had to be Spring since it was a male voice.

      Someone yelped – Summer probably. Ash must have gotten in a good bite.

      Suddenly there was water everywhere and it was three feet deep. Kenzie’s watch fizzled out as the vines slammed the doors closed. Fuck, they were all about to be electrocuted if she didn’t shut off the generator.

      “Cover me!” Kenzie dove out from behind the desk as Selene cursed, blasting magic at the fae.

      Fire burned her uninjured arm, but Kenzie ignored it as she waded through the water, praying Finnick and Ash were occupying the others. She shoved the pain from both injuries down deep and focused. Snarls filled the warehouse and the meaty sound of a fist hitting flesh carried. She grinned as she dove for the cord, ripping off her brand new watch.

      Why was her watch always getting destroyed?

      It was fucking annoying.

      “Kenzie!” Finnick’s panicked voice made her pause.

      Winter was aiming for her, no doubt trying to freeze her before she could pull the plug. And suddenly Finnick was there, smiling down at her sadly as he turned their bodies, spinning so his back faced the fae – shielding her.

      So many things in that look.

      The sadness pierced her heart and Kenzie knew Finnick wouldn’t regret this, but he would be sad to miss out on their future – on those little witch kits he wanted so badly. She could feel him through their bond – a noose around her heart and chest as tight and unbreakable as the one she had for Ash.

      “No,” she breathed.

      Kenzie had made that promise even if it was only to herself.

      Selene screamed as she tapped one of her charms and time seemed to slow, but really she was just moving faster than the universe could comprehend – faster than a shifter. Finnick had no time to register when she kept the momentum going, spinning on her heel, water whipping around them like something out of a movie – a symbol of transformation.

      The foxes had given her a life that was finally her own. She was no longer just an abomination to her coven and clan. Finnick, Ash, and Hunter accepted her for exactly who she was and didn’t care that she couldn’t do magic.

      They thought she was perfect just the way she was, even if they all constantly liked to test each other – to play games and she never wanted that to end. She finally had a place she called home. Not just a house to live in. It was the first place she actually felt safe – loved.

      Kenzie wasn’t about to give that up – she wasn’t about to let Finnick die for her when she couldn’t live without him.

      Then her back was to Winter and Kenzie prayed to the universe, to the Fates, to her ancestors that her shield would hold against fae magic despite knowing the chance was so slim to be laughable.

      She may not be able to wield magic but she had witch blood. There had to be something in that, something that would give her a tiny chance of surviving this. A better chance than Finnick would have.

      As the ice hit her shield Finnick blinked and realized they’d switched positions. Kenzie pressed her lips to his as she felt the shield crumble from her skin like sugar from a cookie. Seemed her luck had finally run out.

      Then she let go of him before the searing cold reached her hands and her lips – before it could harm him.

      Her body took the full brunt of the power and Kenzie’s head flew back, her arms spread to shield him and in that moment there was no noise – just comforting silence.

      Kenzie kept her promises.
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      Ice was all she knew.

      Freezing.

      So cold it burned. Her entire body was on fire.

      Then sounds roared into existence. First Finnick screaming her name, his voice hoarse. Then her sister’s. Ash’s pained whine hit her next.

      Kenzie gasped. Her eyes shot open and her lips parted. A puff of freezing cold air left her body.

      The warehouse doors blew open and one white tiger and one orange nearly the size of horses leapt in. A small pop and Eisheth was before her…grinning.

      Why was he grinning?

      Still the power kept coming. The fae was an endless well of it. But…she wasn’t dead.

      “Burn the world down,” Eisheth whispered into her ear before kissing her cheek. He disappeared and Kenzie suddenly knew – as if he’d directed her mind to the right memory, to something half-remembered. And then all the dots connected and it finally made sense.

      She whipped around and Winter’s look of shock would be a pleasant memory for the rest of Kenzie’s life. She didn’t just bear the power being forced on her, she opened herself up to it, taking it all – draining it.

      Fire joined the ice and she held up a hand, shielding her and Finnick from the wall of flame with the ice she’d taken.

      Winter collapsed and still Kenzie had room for more. She strode towards Autumn and grabbed his face before he could understand what the fuck was going on. “No one hurts my mates,” she growled at him.

      Then she took it all. She took every drop of flame from him, taking it into her body like she’d learned how to do with the pain when she’d trained with the Shaolin monks. She folded it up and tucked it away, making room for more until the fae’s power made her very skin simmer.

      “How?” he asked. His skin started to peel from his body, flaking off like burning wood.

      “I’m a fucking witch,” Kenzie snarled and then she pushed every drop of power she’d taken right back down his throat.

      Autumn became nothing more than ash.

      It took her a moment to adjust to the power still simmering in her bones.

      And finally that half-realized thought became crystal clear.

      Kenzie had never been able to take power from the universe and manipulate it. She’d never been able to make a simple charm or cast the easiest spell. She couldn’t even summon her clan’s trademark element – fire.

      She was a void.

      But she could take power from someone else and give it back.

      Looking back at Selene it seemed her sister finally understood as well.

      Balance.

      The runes had never worked because Kenzie absorbed them.

      A type of witch so rare the skill only manifested once or twice in a millennia.

      Then she released the icy power in her body back into the universe.

      The tigers held Spring captive until Eisheth could bind him. Summer took one look at them all and ran. But Eisheth was one of the oldest demons in existence. He simply chuckled and snapped his fingers. A cage of iron slammed around her and Spring at the same time. Then shackles of iron around clamped their ankles and wrists, effectively cutting off their power.

      Kenzie turned back to Finnick cursorily running her gaze over him before turning to find Ash suddenly right there.

      “What the fuck was that?” he demanded. Even naked he was fearsome.

      Ash’s large hands gripped her biceps hard and Kenzie still felt so dazed and confused the pain didn’t register.

      She shrugged. “I love him.”

      Finnick whipped her around and crushed her to him, kissing her so hard he literally took her breath away. His tears splashed on her cheeks and her hands trembled as she reached for him, feeling his strength and vitality and trying not to think about how it was almost taken from her – given by him willingly.

      “I accept this bond,” Finnick whispered against her mouth. And another stone dropped into the pool to settle gently against the other.

      Ash’s hand held her neck and she felt him press against her before yanking her head back to expose her throat to Finnick. His lips against her ear made her shiver as he echoed Finnick’s words. “I accept this bond.”

      They were still alive. They were both still hers and she wasn’t ever giving up the home she’d finally found. “I accept these bonds,” she murmured.

      The threads twanged deep in her chest and suddenly she was aware of every breath they made, every fleeting emotion, and some of the stronger thoughts. Kenzie could taste their fading panic and her nails dug into their skin.

      “Get dressed,” she told Ash. “We still have work to do.”

      Neither of the foxes went far even as Ash obeyed her and Finnick guarded him.

      Kenzie eyed the tigers and demon before turning to her sister. Selene had her arms crossed over her chest and there was a small smile on her face. Relief swam through Kenzie as she realized she wasn’t mad.

      For a split second she’d been terrified her sister would hate her. That she would be jealous or angry that Kenzie had been gifted with something so rare.

      But it wasn’t a normal gift.

      “I’m very glad you’re not dead,” Selene said.

      Kenzie shrugged, trying to play off the fear that still prickled at the back of her neck.

      She could take fae power.

      A void witch.

      Covens either coveted them or cast them out. Too dangerous otherwise, because they could absorb any power made by the universe. Including a demon’s.

      Or so the ancient texts said.

      “I’m glad I could keep you safe. It would ruin my perfect record otherwise,” Kenzie tried to joke, but tears pricked her eyes. She’d kept them all safe until help had arrived. It was a fucking miracle.

      Selene closed the distance between them in two quick strides and threw her arms around Kenzie. “I thought I was going to lose you,” she whispered, voice thick. “I’m so sorry I didn’t know. I knew there was power in your blood, but I should have figured it out sooner. It would have saved you so much pain.”

      She held her sister, rubbing her back as she cried and Kenzie kissed her forehead before pulling back. “I don’t regret it,” she told her. “The chances it would have been better…were slim. You know how much covens hate voids. And this way I was there for you. I was able to raise you right.” She patted her sister’s cheek hard enough to sting, easing some of the emotions that swirled between them. “Don’t be sorry.”

      “I told you that you’d burn the world down,” Eisheth said as he walked up to them, adjusting his cufflinks. “Such a delight you are Kenzie dear. By the way, I was very put out when you didn’t call me after your date.” He tapped her nose and Kenzie felt a strange tingle.

      She looked down and her arms were perfect again. It was like nothing had ever happened, no cut and no burns. The pain she’d buried had disappeared and the relief nearly made her dizzy.

      Kenzie grabbed the demon and hugged him tight. He resisted at first, shocked at the contact. Then he smiled and gave her a small hug back. “Thank you for saving Ash,” she whispered. “And thank you for answering my call.”

      The demon took a step back looking pleased but flustered. “You didn’t need my help, darling girl. But I am always here for you. Don’t forget that.” Then he popped out of existence and Kenzie understood that mortal emotions could be overwhelming.

      Kenzie ran her hand through her hair, her clothes damp but the warehouse had emptied when the tigers had forced the doors open. All that was left was a damp floor and her clothes until Selene snapped her fingers and she was dry and warm again.

      She shot her sister a grateful look when Samuel came up, wearing nothing but his suit pants, his Enforcer close behind in tight jeans that left nothing to the imagination. Ash and Finnick flanked her, sticking close but for once they kept their mouths shut.

      “This is Dean,” Samuel said, jerking his head back at the tiger covered in tattoos. The Enforcer gave her and Selene a nod, but his gaze never settled. He studied everything including the fae in their iron cages with an intensity that reminded her of Ash.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you again,” Selene said politely. “Thank you for answering my call so quickly.”

      “Of course,” Samuel said, eyeing the destruction. “I’m forever in your debt for handling them.” Then the white tiger studied Kenzie. “A void. The last one was registered three thousand years ago.”

      As a member of the Council he’d have access to that kind of stuff. Kenzie gave him a rueful smile and shrugged. “I honestly had no idea.”

      “Most don’t,” Samuel agreed. “It’s not something that’s easily detected until a life or death situation. I owe you a favor for this. Anything you need, name it and I’ll do everything in my power to grant it.”

      “Even accepting the applications for three foxes into your pride?” Hunter asked, striding into the warehouse with his hands in his pockets.

      The way Ash and Finnick shifted Kenzie knew they’d called him.

      Hunter prowled closer and it put her on edge because she could sense he was furious. She could feel it. He stopped before her and just stared. Then she understood. There was fear roiling deep inside him – causing the fury he was just barely able to control.

      Samuel never took his eyes off Hunter. “If that’s what she wants.”

      For the first time since they met, Kenzie studied Hunter and tilted her head, reversing their roles. “Why?”

      “Finnick and Ash have accepted the mate bonds. Unless you wish to move to Six Rivers we need to be able to stay in San Francisco with you. Now that you’re seen as a true witch.” Hunter paused to raise an eyebrow at the white tiger in question.

      “Yes, she needs to be registered for the Council of Paranormals,” Samuel admitted. “Though witches don’t need to be registered with a coven. She could move if she wished since she’s not registered with them now.”

      “I assume you’d want to stay unless Selene and Gram-Gram came with us,” Hunter said with that little shrug of his. It didn’t lessen the intensity of his golden-brown eyes boring into hers and she fucking loved that he’d called Grandma Edith by the nickname Kenzie had given her. “So then we stay with you. If that’s what you want.”

      “You’d move here permanently?” she asked, knowing the other two would for sure. But Hunter?

      How committed was he that he’d move his entire chaos into Samuel’s territory and pride, just for her?

      “Yes.” Hunter took a step closer and she could feel his warmth, his desperation.

      Samuel chuckled. “I’ll take them, but I still owe you. Accepting your mates into my territory is a courtesy I am delighted to perform for the first void witch born in three thousand years.” The tiger swept a pretty bow but Kenzie couldn’t look away from Hunter. “Is the ward system still salvageable?”

      Kenzie blinked and turned back to the Alpha. “It needs to be tested and repaired, but otherwise it works. Can we come back tomorrow?”

      The Enforcer murmured something in Samuel’s ear before heading back to the iron cages. Samuel nodded and then looked up at their little group, eyeing Selene the longest. “We’re going to question the fae and get to the bottom of this, so tomorrow or the next day is fine with me. Matriarch, I’d be careful about this. You know the risks when the rest of the world finds out about a void.”

      Selene smiled sweetly at him. “I appreciate your concern, Councilman. I’ll make sure to call you if needed.”

      Then it was just Kenzie and her family. All of them. “Ready to go home?” she asked. “You can crash in the spare bedroom Selene.”

      Her sister looked between the foxes and shook her head with a rueful smile. “Nah, but I will bring breakfast tomorrow morning. I’ll leave you to your mates. We’ll figure out everything else later.”

      Kenzie hugged her sister tight. “We’ll drop you off.”

      Finnick and Ash took Selene to the car, glancing back at her and she could see they were still shaken by what had happened. Kenzie couldn’t blame them. She wasn’t exactly back to normal either.

      “Are you all right?” Hunter asked, eyeing her from head to toe.

      She quirked a smile at him. “Come on, I’m hungry.” Kenzie linked her arm in his and pulled him along. Hunter was too surprised to resist. Then his arm slid around her waist and pulled her in closer.

      Accepting the bonds with Ash and Finnick had been as easy as breathing. Now that Kenzie had two of them, she wanted the third desperately. It just didn’t feel right without him. She looked up at Hunter as they walked out into the blinding sunshine and knew he would be hers.

      Whether it took six days or six months.

      Hunter may be weird, but Kenzie liked weird. And he fit perfectly, filling in the cracks between the three of them, and she knew that empty space next to Finnick and Ash in her heart was meant for Hunter.

      She’d finally figured it out – how he reflected her.

      Void.

      Hunter was a void of emotion and feelings – until he’d met her.

      “What would you like to eat?” Hunter asked warily. Somehow he perceived the shift and Kenzie grinned. Now he was playing her game.

      “You?” she asked, giving him a wink before hopping in the van. “Figure it out, Hunter.”

      Then he smiled and she knew he’d caught on. Hunter loved to play games.

      Sometime since she’d first met them to now, Kenzie realized she did too.

      And she was in it to win.
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