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      As the bus came to a stop, Avery Dubois shoved the phone into her jeans pocket and stood, ready to disembark with the other passengers. The sun was shining, traffic flowed without much issue, and her mood was good. If the fucking shifters left her alone, it might continue to be a really nice day.

      However, she couldn’t get past the niggling of concern in her gut. It wasn’t caused by the shifters she worked with, but by something else.

      She furrowed her brow and tucked a lock of auburn hair behind her ear. She hadn’t heard from her mother, Melia, since the day before, which was unusual. They typically talked at least five times a week, and Avery considered her one of her besties, not a parental figure.

      However, she tried not to worry about it. At least, not yet. Melia kept busy by volunteering at the local church and homeless shelter in downtown Seattle. If she didn’t hear from Mom in the next twenty-four hours, then she’d stop by her apartment and give her a lecture about checking-in so Avery knew she was okay—the same lecture she used to receive as a teen. Right now, she had the werewolves at work to worry about.

      As she stepped off, Avery lifted an arm to shield her eyes against the morning sun. A light, cool breeze caressed her cheek, and she inhaled deeply. The bus had smelled like sweat and disinfectant, so the fresh air perfumed with just a hint of dew was a welcome change.

      She realized the drop from the bus to the sidewalk was steeper than most curbs, so she turned and held her hand out to an older Asian woman, helping her down.

      “Thank you,” the woman said with a grin.

      Avery nodded, her heart feeling lighter now that she had one good deed under her belt for the day.

      She continued up the sidewalk, her destination about a block away. Avery thanked the god of the sky that the rain had been held at bay for a second day in a row. As a framer for a Seattle construction company, her work was seasonal. This summer, usually the busiest time, had been fairly wet compared to last year, and it had caused setbacks on their current project—a mega-mansion in Bellevue, Washington.

      Three bus rides and an hour to get to work became tedious, but the effort was worth it. The place was going to be amazing, and her chest swelled with pride knowing she was taking part in building it.

      The familiar sound of a pickup truck rumbled behind her on the quiet, residential street before it came into view. Loud beyond belief, she didn’t know if the owner had done something with the carburetor, or if the thing was just on its last miles. Either way, the engine was deafening, not to mention highly annoying. With a sigh, Avery shoved both hands into her jacket pockets and braced herself for the harassment she knew would begin at any moment.

      When the truck pulled up beside her, she kept walking and tried her best to ignore the men inside it.

      “Well, well, well… it looks like the little faery is back at work today!” the driver yelled over the growl of his engine.

      “She loves us, despite what she says,” the passenger said with a laugh.

      Avery glanced over at them, trying to hide the ire building within her. Clenching her hands into fists, she longed to flip the truck and its werewolf occupants, but her magic was rusty at best. She’d chosen long ago to embrace her human side and live as a human would, just like her mother. That meant no Fae magic.

      Instead of trying to set the truck on its roof, she smiled at them. They’d been trying to make her life a living hell so she’d leave this job, but she liked food and a roof over her head, so she wasn’t going anywhere.

      “I love you like I love warts or toe fungus,” she said. “Not that I would know anything about either, but you dumb dogs certainly do.”

      Their smiles faded, and she continued walking. She’d overheard them talking about those very issues yesterday at lunch.

      Werewolves tended to be notoriously dirty, so the toe fungus didn’t surprise her. As for the warts, she assumed they’d been catching frogs in the forest. She shuddered while imagining what they did to the poor things.

      All the shifters she’d come in contact with were also very prideful, and the fact that a lowly Fae knew about their disgusting feet would rile them up, which gave her a great deal of satisfaction.

      The two sped off and left her in silence… at least for a while. When she arrived at the construction site, they’d start up again; unfortunately, there’d be more of them from the same Bellevue pack. She’d do her best to ignore them and make it through another day.

      Five minutes later, she opened the gate leading inside the property, then climbed the steps into the trailer to drop her stuff in a locker and punch in. Thankfully, the office was empty except for the boss, Bob.

      She didn’t mind the human. He was kind and respectful and always paid on time. However, she couldn’t help but wonder if he knew a bunch of werewolves and a Fae worked for him. The animosity between her and the pack was almost palpable at times, and the guys weren’t shy about slinging insults that revealed their true nature.

      “Good morning, Avery,” Bob said with a grin as she shut the door behind her. She guessed his age to be about fifty, his balding head covered with a red Ace Construction hat. He stood about five-foot-six and probably topped the scales at an easy two hundred pounds. However, the weight didn’t slow him in the least. The man could sling plywood and wield a hammer with the grace and power of workers much younger and slimmer than him.

      “Hi, Bob,” she replied as she opened her rusty, old locker. The trailer had definitely seen better days. It smelled of stale cigarette smoke that had imbedded years ago within the yellowing walls. A bank of lockers for the construction crew to keep their personal belongings hugged one wall and a dented metal desk where Bob kept track of the job’s progress sat against the other.

      “We got a new guy today.”

      Hopefully not another were-shifter. With a sigh, Avery set her lunch in the locker. Another shifter was the last thing she needed.

      “His name’s Jake. Seems nice.”

      She turned to him and smiled while strapping on her tan leather tool belt and trying to remain positive. “Sounds good. We can use the help.”

      “Yeah, the damned rain has set us back.”

      She found her timecard among the others and punched in. “Well, then we’d better get to work, right?”

      “Yep. I’ll see you out there in a few minutes.”

      She left Bob and returned outside to the sound of hammers pounding nails. Avery knew Bob had hired her to comply with gender equality and diversity in the workplace. Not that there were a lot of women who enjoyed construction, but she also realized that if he needed to downsize or other problems existed on a job, she would be the first to go. That was why she always arrived on time, stayed a few minutes late, and tried to keep a low profile.

      However, with the shifters around, keeping her head down and focusing on the job had become impossible. They hated her—not because she was a woman, but because she was Fae. The two species had been rivals since before she was born.

      As a group, Fae hated the shifters because they used the sacred forests as their own personal playground. They hunted its precious inhabitants while the Fae worshipped every tree, every weed, every flower and creature Mother Nature had created. Both species loved the same place, but each viewed it in different ways. One lived off the land. The other prayed to it.

      She ignored a few cat-calls as she stepped onto the concrete slab, walked over to what would one day be the master bedroom, and pulled a two-by-four from the pile that had been assigned to this area.

      As she worked, Avery tried to imagine how the bedroom would be decorated. A huge floor-to-ceiling window would open out to the backyard, which right now was nothing but overgrown weeds, ferns, elderberries and juniper trees. If the property were hers, she’d probably clean up the yard and include a formal garden. For her, the more flora the better. She smiled at the thought.

      Would the owner have marble tubs? She assumed so. Homes of this caliber certainly didn’t include plastic for those kinds of items. Hardwood floors would also be really pretty, especially if the plans called for keeping the more natural landscape outside.

      “I heard there’s a little faery here I had to meet,” a deep voice rumbled softly behind her while the whisper of breath on her neck sent a chill down her spine. She’d been deep in thought and hadn’t heard anyone approach.

      Turning around, she kept the hammer in hand at her side.

      The man staring down at her was definitely from a wolf pack. Avery smelled wet dog, the typical odor of a wolf. On top of that, each pack had its own distinct scent, and she recognized the aroma of the Rainier pack. It reminded her of rotting garbage.

      To Avery’s way of thinking, it was terribly unfortunate that were-shifters were usually really good looking. This one had blond curls, bright blue eyes, and a full mouth she imagined could do sinful things to a woman. In her experience, whenever a shifter spoke, their beautiful façades disappeared into an aura of ugliness.

      “You don’t see a woman on a construction site very often, especially a little forest nymph,” he said as he came even closer. She took a step back but didn’t turn away. He didn’t intimidate her, but if needed, she’d try to use her powers against him. Honestly, Avery felt more comfortable taking a swing at him with a hammer. She also didn’t want to try to use her magic because there was too much of a chance a human on the crew would see something she couldn’t explain.

      “I assume you’re Jake?’ she asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Yep.”

      “From the Mount Rainier pack?”

      He arched an eyebrow and stepped so close, she could smell the coffee on his breath. “How did you know?”

      The best thing she thought that could happen to his pack was to have Mount Rainier’s volcano come alive and blow them all to bits. She’d only come across a member on rare occasions, but every single one had been an asshole to her.

      She lifted the hammer and set the head of it at his heart, then exerted pressure and pushed. “Because you guys smell the worst.”

      He stepped away and chuckled, but the comment didn’t seem to bother him. Since he hadn’t backed off very far, her chest tightened as a niggling fear crept up her spine. She’d been teased and sexually harassed, but the glint in Jake’s eye had her questioning if she was in real danger, or if he truly wanted to physically hurt her.

      Lifting his hand to her throat, he wrapped his fingers around her windpipe. She grabbed his wrist and tried to pull his hand away, but his grip tightened.

      She couldn’t breathe.

      Avery closed her eyes for a second and attempted to remain calm to assess the situation. Certainly, Jake wouldn’t try to kill her here on the job site. He might be a were-shifter, but surely, he couldn’t be that stupid.

      Could he?

      He was trying to scare her, to mess with her, to make her life more difficult. From her past experience, it wasn’t difficult to peg him as nothing but a bully.

      She glared up at the guy and brought the hammer up again, ready to smash it down onto his forearm. An act of aggression would only draw more attention to her, but at least it would restore her ability to breathe, and hopefully, scare him away.

      “What the hell’s going on here?”

      She glanced past the wolf and watched as one of the humans on the crew approached them, a nice guy named Victor.

      Jake pulled his hand away, and she lowered the hammer. The crack of the break would have been very satisfying, but the beauty of taking fresh air into her lungs overran all other actions, and she inhaled deeply as he backed farther away from her.

      “You okay, Avery?” Victor asked. A decent human in his forties, he had four kids to support, one in college. He and his wife had told her they couldn’t wait to watch their son, the first of his family to walk across a university stage, on graduation day. Victor needed this job which kept his family afloat.

      “I’m fine, Victor,” she said, trying to keep her voice calm and soothing. “Thanks for checking up on me. I appreciate it.”

      She’d deal with Jake on her own time, in her own way. Visions of knives through the wolf’s heart and staking him to a tree briefly whipped through her mind. Victor needed to stay out of danger, which meant as far away from her conflicts as possible.

      By the time she’d answered Victor, Jake had put about eight feet between them, but turned and glared at the human. She wished actual walls separated the rooms because she felt the need to sit down and take a moment to gather her thoughts. However, she also knew—without looking—that other shifters had watched the exchange. Their stares burned on her back. She wouldn’t show weakness or vulnerability to them. The stronger she appeared, the more likely they’d leave her alone.

      Or, so she hoped.

      None of her coworkers had ever touched her the way Jake had. Previous episodes had consisted of verbal harassment, and once, someone had given her a tap on the ass.

      Jake seemed willing to take his torment a step further than the rest of the shifters, and frankly, she shivered with unease. She’d definitely have to watch him and make sure never to leave her back exposed. If he was bold enough to try to choke her at their workplace, who knew what he might be capable of?

      Avery took a deep breath and grabbed another board. She returned to hammering, not allowing herself to get caught up in her own thoughts. If Jake approached her again, she’d be ready.
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      The next morning turned out to be a carbon copy of the previous one. Avery called her mom and didn’t get an answer, helped the same Asian woman off the bus, and trudged up the hill to the worksite.

      She said hello to Bob, then headed over to the framed structure that was now taking shape as a house. Today, she’d be working on one of the inner bathrooms where the framing was almost completed.

      Frankly, working in the closed location made her nervous. If Jake decided to pull the same crap as yesterday, she’d be completely hidden from the rest of the crew. Yet, this same scenario also offered her the ability to use her magic, hopefully without being seen. If need be, she’d find some way to explain why a full-grown man had flown through the air. Of course, the wolves would know exactly what would have happened, but the humans would only get freaked out if they fully understood the paranormal beings surrounding them each workday.

      Avery hadn’t practiced magic in years but had spent a few minutes on basic skills before heading to the bus stop. If forced into a situation, she hoped she’d be able to use it effectively.

      The rest of the morning went by without any issues. She sat with Victor at lunch and listened to more stories about his family. As far as she was concerned, the guy’s wife was a saint. She’d birthed four kids, raised them, and since they’d all reached their teenage years, she’d just gone back to work as a secretary for a garbage disposal company. Avery couldn’t imagine being responsible for four children; she could barely take care of herself.

      At the construction site, the wolves generally ignored her, which brought her a sigh of relief. She assumed it was because of the humans in close proximity. Shifters tended to be wild but not completely stupid. Neither Fae nor shifters wanted unnecessary exposure. Since they were pack animals, she knew that oftentimes one would do something to head in a particular direction, and the rest would follow. She’d been afraid the others had witnessed Jake’s behavior the previous day, leading to more of the same. As far as she was concerned, she didn’t have to like the shifters, and they didn’t have to like her. They just needed to ignore each other enough to get through the workday without bloodshed.

      Once Avery finished her assigned work on this bathroom, Bob requested she help out in the kitchen. She kept to herself even though surrounded by wolves, and the afternoon flew by. Each group pretended the other didn’t exist. Quitting time had come and gone without her realizing it, and the silence alone brought her out of her thoughts. Glancing around, she realized she was the only one left in the house. The light shined from inside the trailer, so Bob was likely finishing paperwork before locking up. The sun hadn’t set, but it was hidden behind some trees, casting the house in eerie shadows.

      As she walked past the bathroom where she’d worked that morning, Avery gasped when a hand clamped over her mouth from behind, and an arm gripped her around the waist, pulling her into a small enclave.

      Without even seeing him, she knew it was Jake. The odor was a dead giveaway.

      “Hello, little forest princess,” he whispered in her ear. “I’ve been watching you most of the day, and even though you’re a faery, I like what I see.”

      She bent her arm and slammed her elbow back into his waist. He grunted but then pulled her closer and pinned both arms to her sides. She became completely trapped in his grip.

      “Now, here’s the way things are going to go,” he continued as she struggled to breathe past the fear lodged in her throat. “You’re going to remain very, very quiet while I indulge in some faery tail.”

      He chuckled at his own joke as he spun her around and slammed her face-first into new sheetrock. For a second, Avery wondered if he’d broken her nose as she fought to see past the stars flickering in her eyes.

      Jake clawed at the front of her jeans, and she struggled to free herself from him, to pry her hands from his grasp. If she could do that and push past her terror, she’d be able to use magic. Her chest constricted, and tears flowed down her face as she gasped for air. She feared if she didn’t calm down and get her anxiety under control, she’d pass out in the bastard’s arms.

      He succeeded in unbuckling her belt. As he tried to manipulate the button and zipper, she leaned back into him, placed her boots against the wall and pushed, sending them both stumbling into bare structure where sheetrock hadn’t been hung yet. He lost his balance when his back hit one of the two by fours, and he cursed as his grip loosened. Avery took the opportunity to fight her way out of his hold.

      She ran from the bathroom toward the master bedroom, then dove through an opening in the framing and out into the back yard. Breath sawed in and out of her lungs as she sprang into the trees and bushes. She pushed the overgrowth to the sides while continuing deeper into the brush.

      Finally, she sank to her knees clawing at clumps of dirt, ignoring the dampness of the underbrush soaking her jeans. The tears wouldn’t stop, and she wiped her forearm across her nose. Closing her eyes, she knew she only had seconds before Jake found her and pounced again.

      “Please, Mother Earth,” she whispered, bringing the dirt up to her chest and keeping her eyes focused on the direction she’d come. “Please, let me find the strength within myself to use the magic you have given me to defeat the wolf who wants to hurt me.”

      It had been a long time since she’d asked Mother Earth for anything. But as with most desperate people, she found herself praying when there was nowhere left to turn. She’d never be able to fend Jake off without magic. Right now, she was too anxious to use it.

      As she listened to his boots hit the concrete slab foundation of the house, the sound made her think of a predatory animal in the wild stalking its prey, and she realized there couldn’t be anything closer to the truth.

      Her natural instinct was to run, but she fought it to stay in place. Avery had never been truly afraid of a were-shifter until now, but her mother had always instilled not to allow fear to rule her decisions. If she ran away, word would spread among the shifters that Jake had scared the poor, little faery. She would only become a bigger, more accessible target.

      Avery had no intention of allowing that to happen.

      She focused on the energy the earth should be giving her. Being a child of the forest, a faery, even though she’d ignored that side of her for over a decade… nature was supposed to give her strength, help her clear her mind and bring her peace. Hopefully, Mother Earth wouldn’t let her down.

      She just needed to open herself up to receive it, which seemed impossible at this time. Squeezing the clumps of earth in her hands, she took some deep breaths in the hopes of calming her galloping heart. She closed her eyes for a brief second, forcing herself to concentrate on the energy that should be emanating from the ground, giving her strength and power.

      Jake now waded through the overgrowth mere feet away. He’d be on her in no time.

      With one last deep breath, she shut her eyes once more and focused as hard as she could on the cool dirt in her palms.

      Her hands began to tingle, and she felt like shouting with joy at the foreign feeling. The power Mother Earth offered her kind traveled up her arms, past her elbows and into her chest. It was as if a million small pins had been stuck into her skin. The energy landed in her chest and caused her to gasp as her eyes flew open.

      Now calm and focused, she spotted Jake. He stood a few feet away but hadn’t seen her yet. Slowly getting to her feet, she released the dirt in her hands. She struggled to keep them at her sides as they shook with the power of her people.

      Her gaze met Jake’s a second later.

      “There you are,” he said, an evil grin sliding across his handsome face.

      “You and me are going to have some fun,” he continued. “Then, I’m going to tell the rest of the shifters that they should take their turn with you. The little forest faery is going to receive a good fucking.”

      Jake lunged. Avery stepped to the side and raised a hand just inches from his face. A rock flew up from the ground and hit him in the chin. She’d meant for it to land in her palm, but she’d take what she could get.

      Jake’s face contorted more in confusion than pain, and he shook his head as if to remove the annoyance.

      “You can stop this right now, or we can keep going. I can’t guarantee you’ll enjoy the latter,” she said, surprised by how calm her voice sounded. She hoped to convey that she was ready to unleash something deadly on him, even though she had no idea what to do next.

      “You little bitch,” Jake whispered as he advanced on her.

      She lifted her arm, and a large branch cracked, then fell off the tree and hit him across the back of the shoulders.

      She’d been trying to throw him into the tree. The effort hadn’t been enough to kill him, but she knew it would hurt.

      This time, the werewolf fell forward onto all fours and groaned as he laid his forehead on the ground.

      For a moment, she was about to consider herself the victor and walk away, but then, he slowly struggled to his feet, his wide eyes glowing yellow, his mouth a thin line of rage. Bits of dirt stuck to his forehead and hair while his pulse pounded just below his ear.

      Avery gasped and took one long step back. There was no way he would shift here, right? Wouldn’t it be too obvious? A wolf in a city neighborhood would draw serious attention. The authorities would be called, and they’d most likely hunt him down. If he did shift, his clothing would be ruined, so he’d be a naked guy running around an area filled with mega-mansions. That would most certainly alarm the residents and cause them to notify the authorities. Being caught running around this area in the nude may almost be worse than being caught in his wolf form!

      Avery really shouldn’t care about his fate, but only her own. The most crucial reason she hoped he didn’t shift was that in wolf form, her magic would be useless against him.

      She pivoted on the ball of one foot and sprinted away from Jake, heading toward the house again. Avery recalled the lights had been on in the office trailer. If she could just get to Bob, she’d be safe and able to report the assault. Hopefully, he would do the right thing and fire Jake.

      Just as she approached the clearing, she heard Jake’s footsteps crunch in the brush behind her. He was still in human form, which boded well for her.

      She ran around the corner, the muscles in her legs burning, her arms aching. As she hurried back inside the house, she hoped the maze of partially framed rooms could buy her some time. Jake was a big guy and wouldn’t be able to maneuver as fast as her.

      In the living room, she noticed a hammer lying on the concrete floor. When she heard a sound behind her, she spun around. Jake was almost in the room. Her hope that size would hamper his progress had been wrong. She should have known he’d be quick and agile—he was part wolf.

      As Jake entered the living space, she waved a hand, and concentrated as the hammer floated from the floor. She cocked her arm back as if she were about to throw a baseball, then let it fly. The claw hammer flew across the room and hit Jake square in the head, sending him to his knees and down to the concrete, face first. It was what she’d intended, and for the first time, her magic had worked the way she wanted.

      The big guy didn’t move, and she placed her hands on her thighs as she struggled to catch her breath and process what had just happened.

      What if she’d killed him?

      She turned at the sound of footsteps coming toward her. Bob entered the room, his brow furrowed.

      “What the hell happened here?” he asked while rushing over to Jake. Bob rolled him onto his back before picking up the tool and staring at her. “Jesus, Avery! Did you hit him with a damned hammer?”

      She struggled to find the words to explain. The adrenaline rush had her trembling from head-to-toe, and apparently tied her tongue as well.

      Bob set two fingers at Jake’s throat, feeling for a pulse. Jake moaned, and Bob stood upright, placing both hands on his hips.

      “Get out, Avery,” he shouted… his voice laced with anger… veins exposed on his red face. “I won’t tolerate any violence on my worksite!”

      His instant assumption and snap judgment dismissal finally gave Avery the ability to defend herself. “But he—”

      “No ‘buts’ about it, Avery. Get out. If you had a problem with Jake, you should have come to me, instead of resorting to violence. You could have killed him!”

      She opened her mouth to speak again but her shoulders sagged in defeat. Bob wouldn’t listen to reasoning. He hadn’t given her a chance to explain what happened, just simply let her go. Just as she’d predicted, if there was trouble on the site, she’d be the first to be fired.

      Avery’s cheeks heated with fury. Without another word, she gathered her tools and marched off the site, battling the urge to burn down the whole house, while also fighting fears that Jake would come search for her once again.

      Jake had been relentless in his pursuit of her.

      He didn’t seem like a quitter.
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      The late bus ride home seemed longer than usual, and by the time it arrived at her stop, she vacillated between putting her fist through a window and sobbing.

      Wine. That’s what I need. Wine with Victoria.

      Her best friend was a vampire and had always been able to pull her out of any funk… or make her laugh when she felt down or angry. They’d met four years earlier at a bar and ended up tying for the grand prize in a karaoke match. Most of the time, Avery didn’t associate with her kind because Fae were taught from an early age that their blood was a delicacy to vampires. She’d heard that some Fae had been killed for it, but she didn’t know if it was lore or the truth.

      Victoria was different from other vampires Avery had dealt with. She hated that she needed blood to survive, and only hunted when absolutely necessary. She never, ever killed. Avery thought of her like a kitten in a tiger suit - she seemed fierce, but really didn’t possess a mean bone in her body. Thankfully, the only danger Victoria posed was drinking more than her fair share of wine and tended not to bother Avery’s veins unless she offered. It didn’t happen often, but sometimes Victoria preferred to take her nourishment from Avery instead of hunting down a complete stranger.

      Avery stepped off the bus and reached for her cell phone. When she dialed her friend’s number, it went straight to voicemail. Frustrating. I really need to talk to her, but she’s probably just waking up. Not being able to reach her friend annoyed her just the same.

      She walked to her apartment complex at a faster pace than normal… and on high alert. The more she thought about it, the more certain she became that she would see more of Jake. The dumb dog probably wouldn’t allow a faery who had bested him to go unpunished.

      Once inside the lobby of her apartment building, she retrieved the keys from her pocket and opened the mailbox. While Avery thumbed through the pieces of mail, she realized she probably wouldn’t be able to pay the power bill or the gas bill she held in her hand. With a sigh, she slammed the box closed and locked it.

      After climbing the stairs to the second floor and pushing open the door leading to the corridor, she hoped the worst of this day was over. Instead, she rounded the corner and stopped short. Two men stood in front of her apartment, their backs to her. She took a few steps away and moved out of their line of sight. Her legs wobbled with fear and uncertainty. Leaning against the wall for support, she closed her eyes for a moment.

      Could this be the Rainier pack here for revenge? If so, they didn’t waste any time.

      She peeked around the
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