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        * * *

      

      As the son of an enemy, Kieran never expected to find a family with the Kincaid Pack... or a true mate’s bond.

      

      After barely escaping his abusive family, wolf shifter Kieran McAllister struggles to find his place in the Kincaid Pack. Especially with the pushy but gorgeous second-in-command showing up every time Kieran turns around… and making him want things he shouldn’t.

      

      The traumatized wolf who continuously refuses Bennett Young’s help has begun to haunt his dreams. But if there’s one thing he knows, it’s that tiger shifters don’t have mates. So why can’t Bennett get Kieran’s sad eyes out of his head?

      

      Despite their differences, Kieran and Bennet find something they never expected in each other. Just as their bond begins to grow though, Kieran's past threatens to destroy the very pack they both have been fighting to protect.

      

      The Second and His Bonded is the second book in the Kincaid Pack series and features an overprotective tiger, a touch-starved wolf, lots of purring, an excessive amount of sunbathing, and a happily ever after.
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      Bennett Young pretended to vomit a little in his mouth as he watched his alpha, Rick Kincaid, nuzzle his new mate and ignore Bennett and one of the pack witches, Tashmica Torres. Based on her smile, Tash was more amused than anything else by Rick asking them to join him in the manor’s library and then getting distracted when his mate, Kai King, popped in to remind them about dinner.

      B had been trying to get Rick’s attention for the last five minutes. Saying Rick’s name multiple times hadn’t worked, clearing his throat hadn’t worked, and sighing loudly hadn’t worked.

      Pulling out the big guns, Bennett declared, “I guess the meeting’s over. I’ll see you later.”

      Rick growled and pressed three—three—kisses into the mating bite he’d left on Kai a few weeks ago. Bennett was happy for him, really, but things were getting a little ridiculous. It had been three weeks of stumbling across the pair… canoodling all over the manor.

      When he was alone in his empty house, Bennett could admit—at least to himself—that a tiny part of him was jealous, and that was why he was getting tired of having something he’d probably never get to have thrown in his face.

      Petty? Yup, but it was the truth. Tigers didn’t get to have mates like wolves did.

      “What else needs to be discussed?” Rick rumbled as he ran his nose along Kai’s jaw, audibly inhaling.

      Bennett gestured at Tashmica, the new leader of the pack’s coven, and she grinned at him. She’d taken to the role easily, though there wasn’t much to compare her to. The old coven leader, Agnes, had never been a trusted confidante, but to have her betray the pack and help Kai’s dad and stepmom in their attempt to kill Kai and his siblings had still been a crushing blow to the pack.

      When they found out she’d also been behind the explosion at one of the pack beta’s homes—though now Drake was an Enforcer—Rick and Tashmica had started working immediately on ways to keep the pack safe from Agnes.

      Especially since she hadn’t been working alone. They didn’t know who was pulling the strings, but whoever they were, they were strong as hell and had no problem terrorizing the pack.

      “The new warding Damien and I placed a few miles outside the territory seems to be working well,” Tashmica said.

      Damien was another witch in the coven. Bennett didn’t know him that well, but Tashmica trusted the soft-spoken guy, so that was good enough for Rick and the Enforcers. Since Agnes had taken three other witches with her when she’d fled, they couldn’t afford to alienate any of the remaining coven members.

      “It gives us a little bit more of a warning before someone’s right outside our door, so to speak. He and I have been talking about placing some out even farther, maybe have the lines go from Lake Michigan to Lake Huron, to our north and our south. That way, no one would be able to get anywhere near us without us knowing.”

      It wasn’t a bad idea in theory, but there was one aspect Bennett wasn’t a fan of. Luckily, Rick was actually paying attention and voiced the same concern.

      “If you do place those wards, you take either an Enforcer or two betas with you. I won’t have you so far outside the safety of the pack’s territory by yourself, Tash.” He glanced at Bennett. “There’s something on the horizon. Something bad. We need to be very careful.”

      Not knowing who the mystery enemy was made it hard to protect against them, but Rick wouldn’t take any chances with the pack. As alpha, that was his job, though Bennett worried sometimes that his friend was taking on too much.

      Tashmica smiled. “I can take care of myself, but I promise I’ll take an escort.”

      Rick nodded. “Thank you.” He looked over at Bennett. “Any word about the Council from any of our allies?”

      The Council was another headache they were having to deal with at the moment. Made up of retired alphas, the Council governed all shifters, making sure the laws were being upheld and meting out punishment when necessary.

      Rick had reported a violation of shifter law to the Council weeks ago when they’d found out an alpha had spied on a Kincaid Pack member while he was visiting the other pack. They’d suspected Alpha McAllister had broken the law that protected pack emissaries but hadn’t had proof until McAllister’s son, Kieran, had revealed he’d witnessed it.

      Reporting the violation should have spurred the Council into action, but they’d been dragging their feet for some reason, and Bennett had no idea why. Mikel Gregson, Rick's one true ally on the Council, had suddenly turned up dead after warning Rick not to trust the others on the Council.

      Since Gregson’s death, the investigation into the McAllisters seemed to stall out, and Rick had been left to try to find out who on the Council was actively working against them by talking to other packs.

      It wasn’t going well.

      Bennett grimaced. “We’re having a hard time getting anyone to agree to even come and talk to us once they know what it’s about. The good news is, I think that means we aren’t the only ones the Council is shitting on. But that means a lot of folks are scared to speak up. The Council’s reach is long, Rick.”

      Sighing, Rick repositioned Kai in his lap. “We won’t know anything if we can’t get anyone to fucking talk to us.”

      They all exchanged worried looks. Having a handful of witches in their coven wouldn’t save them if the Council decided to come after them, and they all knew it.

      Rubbing his forehead, Rick grumbled, “If there isn’t anything else, why don’t you two get out of here so I can get back to my mate.”

      Kai giggled. “Wow. Very nice.” He squirmed out of Rick’s arms, playfully slapping away his reaching hands. “It’s just about time for dinner. You guys wrap up, and I’ll go see if Ms. Beth needs help. I’ll see you down there.”

      Kai eyed Bennett and Tashmica like he was letting them know attendance was mandatory, then kissed Rick once more and disappeared.

      Bennett reached over and punched Rick in the shoulder. “Man, who knew you’d turn into a useless schmuck as soon as you found your mate?”

      Growling, Rick swiped at him, but Bennett jumped up and darted away. “Meeting adjourned? Meeting adjourned.”

      He left before Rick could stop him, Tashmica laughing in his wake. Catching up with Kai, he fell into step next to the smaller man.

      “Hey,” he said, keeping his tone cheerful. He didn’t want to scare Kai off before he got the chance to give him shit.

      “Hey.” Kai eyed him, a flush creeping into his cheeks.

      “Missed you this morning.”

      The flush turned a dark red, and Kai stuttered, halting in the middle of the hallway. “I-I, uh, you see, I, um, accidentally… overslept! Yes, I overslept and that’s why—”

      “You missed our training session for the third time in a row?” He’d been training Kai in self-defense since he’d arrived at the manor, malnourished and terrified of his own shadow.

      Kai flinched, then straightened his shoulders. "No, okay. I stayed in bed with my new mate. Is that so awful?"

      Suppressing a grin, Bennett put a gentle hand on Kai's shoulder and got them moving again. "No, that's not awful. And if you don't want to continue training, I'd understand."

      "No, no, I do!" Kai quickly said, shaking his head. 

      They slowed once more as they neared the kitchen. Bennett let his hand fall to his side, a terrible thought sprouting in his head. He buried it and forced a teasing smile. "Am I too tough on you? Maybe I could get Marcus or—"

      "Shut up, B." Kai grinned and swatted at his chest. "I'm sorry I've missed our training sessions. I'll do better about sneaking out before Rick wakes up and, uh, slows me down."

      Laughter erupted from Bennett at the idea of Kai having to sneak out of bed so Rick didn't maul him. He pushed the swinging door to the kitchen open as he continued to laugh, Kai following with bright cheeks.

      Beth Wilkins, the housekeeper for the manor, looked up from where she was dumping red potatoes from a pot into a serving dish, a sweet smile on her face. "What's all the noise about?"

      At Kai's flustered sputtering, Bennett roared with more laughter.
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        * * *

      

      A couple hours after his conversation with Kai, Bennett was getting ready to head home for the evening when an idea began to take root in his mind. He wasn't sure why he hadn't thought of it before but—

      Okay, that was a lie.

      Turning and heading back up the stairs, he ambled toward Kieran McAllister's bedroom. Kieran had been in the manor for several weeks, but other than the first few days when Bennett had tried to get him to go see Doc about some injuries, Bennett hadn't really seen or talked to him. On B's part, it was a bit intentional, and he wondered if the prickly wolf was avoiding him as well.

      Taking care of people was what Bennett did. Rick, Kai, the other Enforcers, pack members… it didn't matter. It was what he'd done his whole life, starting with his mom when his dad would come home pissed off and fired up about something their alpha had said or done, and he'd take it out on his wife and son.

      Back then, there hadn't been much Bennett could do. Sure, he'd always been big for his age, but his dad had been huge and mean as hell. He'd been an Enforcer in the pack Bennett and Rick had grown up in, where Rick's dad had been the alpha.

      When his dad had come home looking for a fight, Bennett had tried to step in when he could, but his mom had often taken the brunt of it. Afterward, he'd helped her clean up and waited with her until her shifter healing did its job, and then she would act like everything was fine again.

      Until she couldn't anymore.

      Shaking off that thought, Bennett slowed as he neared Kieran's door.

      It seemed like this pack had a knack for collecting lost souls with shitty families. Not that they all were. Vanessa, another Enforcer, had a wonderful mother in Beth, and her father was a soft-spoken guy who was always tinkering with broken gadgets.

      But a lot of them had never had that sense of family until they found Rick's pack.

      Last time Bennett had tried to help Kieran, it hadn't gone well. Okay, yes, he could admit he had been a little heavy-handed with his mother-henning, thinking he could force Kieran to go talk to Doc and get an exam to make sure everything had healed correctly.

      But this time would be different. He was coming with an offer, not an edict. Even if, as second-in-command, he technically had the authority to order Kieran to do something, he could recognize that wasn't the best way to handle him.

      He knocked and took a step back, clasping his hands behind him, and waited.

      And waited.

      Frowning, he stepped forward and knocked again, sniffing for good measure. Yup, that was definitely Kieran's scent in there. Why wasn't he answering the door?

      He stood there, stumped for several moments, then knocked once more. "Kieran? It's Bennett. Uh, Bennett Young. Rick's Enforcer."

      Maybe he didn't recognize B's scent and was scared to answer the door? Or was he taking their avoidance of each other to a new level and flat-out ignoring him?

      He heard movement and smiled, stepping back once more and getting into his "I come in peace" position again.

      The door barely opened a crack. "Can I help you, Enforcer Young?"

      A frown tugged at Bennett’s brows, but he smoothed out his expression and pasted on his usual grin. "I actually came to ask you that. May I come in and talk with you a second?"

      "Oh, um…" The sliver of Kieran's face that B could see appeared conflicted. Which was the last thing Bennett wanted.

      "You know what? That's okay. I can talk from out here." Maybe it was a den thing? Kieran was a wolf like Rick and Kai, and Bennett knew Rick was picky about who he let in his private space, aka his bedroom. "I just wanted to check and see how you were doing. I hadn't seen you around the manor much."

      "I'm fine, thank you." Kieran started to close the door.

      Bennett jumped forward. "Wait!"

      Kieran jerked back and completely out of sight.

      Fucking hell. "Hey, man, I'm sorry. I just didn't want you to close the door yet. I had one more thing I wanted to talk with you about."

      Tan fingers curled around the edge of the door, but Kieran's face didn't reappear. "Alright."

      He contemplated just scrapping the entire idea but decided to run with it since he was there anyway. "I give self-defense lessons to Kai, Rick's mate, a few mornings a week. I thought you'd maybe like to join us."

      Silence.

      He almost gave up, then an image formed in his mind of the way Kieran had held his arm when it was dislocated by his sister’s lover, an Enforcer from his father’s pack, because Kieran had stood up to her. His sister, Veronica, had ordered her Enforcer to beat Kai because she’d wanted the position of alpha-mate for herself. Kieran could have stayed silent and stuck with his family, but he’d stepped up and been injured in the process and ended up having to seek asylum with the Kincaid Pack for it.

      The least Bennett could do was try again.

      "Uh, I know Kai found the lessons helpful when he first got here. It can be… nice to finally feel, you know, strong and in control."

      The door swung open, Kieran's tightly coiled body fully in view for the first time. He was dressed impeccably, though Bennett doubted he'd interacted with anyone all day. His dark brown hair was cut stylishly, short on the sides and long on top with the pieces swept back from his face. Bennett had heard Kieran’s mom was Latina, and it was obvious he took after her rather than Jerico McAllister’s pasty white ass.

      Bennett bet Kieran’s light brown skin would look delicious against the white sheets on the bed behind him.

      He was jolted away from that thought when Kieran scowled and stepped forward, pointing at Bennett. "I am not weak."

      "That's not—"

      "And I don't need someone like you to teach me to feel strong," he continued, talking right over Bennett. "I am strong. I was an Enforcer in my father's pack. I know how to protect myself, you condescending feline."

      His own anger igniting, Bennett had to work harder than normal to shove it down. "Listen, that isn't what I meant to imply."

      "No, you listen." Kieran took another step toward Bennett, his brown eyes flashing, and Bennett felt his tiger stir in response, ready to emerge if Kieran's wolf threatened him. "I don't need your help, and I don't want your pity or anyone else's. I can take care of myself."

      With that, he slammed the door in Bennett's face.

      He curled his hands into fists, feeling his claws pricking his palms. Fuck. He stumbled away, taking deep breaths. Losing control wasn't something B did. Ever.

      Why the fuck couldn't he seem to do anything right when it came to Kieran McAllister?
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        * * *

      

      Kieran leaned back against the door, panting. Dear god, he'd just yelled at a pack Enforcer. What the hell had he been thinking?

      Fear gripped him around the throat as he stumbled toward the en suite bathroom. He sank to his knees and dry heaved over the toilet, but there was nothing in his stomach to vomit up.

      After a few minutes, his body calmed a little. He slumped back onto the floor and stared at the dark ceiling.

      What was he doing? And why did Bennett Young keep trying to… fix him?

      His wolf bristled once more. Bennett implying he was weak was over the line. He wasn't some damsel in distress the overbearing cat could swoop in and make feel better by teaching him how to throw a punch.

      He knew how to throw a damn punch!

      Sighing as his outrage drained out of him, he turned his head so his cheek pressed into the cool tile of the floor. Trying to fight back against his family hadn't been an option. The few times he’d tried, it’d only made things worse. Being the bastard son of Alpha McAllister had cursed him since birth, and his half-siblings and father had never let him forget it.

      He wasn’t really one of them, yet he wasn’t just another pack member either.

      He was something else.

      Remembering the cool, damp cloths his mother used to place on his forehead when he’d been sick as a child, he whimpered and curled onto his side. His wolf howled in grief, wanting to go home to her but knowing that wasn't an option either.

      Not anymore. Not since she’d died on him.

      This new pack was supposed to be his chance to start over, a new beginning of sorts, yet he couldn't let go of the pain of his past. Just like in his father’s pack, he was the one who didn’t quite fit. He was just someone Alpha Kincaid had taken pity on. Someone who was allowed to stay in the alpha’s manor because he had useful information and was willing to testify to the Council.

      A part of him wondered how long it would take before Alpha Kincaid showed him the door, tired of Kieran leeching off his pack. Or worse, would he banish Kieran for being a useless waste of space? His own family had threatened to often enough, so he couldn’t imagine why the Kincaids would keep him around if he stopped being useful.

      His wolf still howling in his chest, he’d never felt more alone than he did in that moment.

      A wolf without a pack never survived, so he needed to make sure he never became such a burden that Alpha Kincaid no longer felt the need to keep him around.

      He needed to not rock the boat.
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        Three months later

      

      

      Kieran looked around the dining room table full of Kincaid Pack members, everyone laughing and chatting, and cleared his throat. The heavy smell of food was mixing with the lighter, happier notes coming from the people, but his stomach was still rolling in protest. He needed to just say what he came to say and then excuse himself.

      “I’d like to get a job.”

      There might as well have been a record scratch with how quickly everyone shut up and looked at him. He tried to ignore the stares and kept his eyes on his alpha.

      It had been almost three months since he and a handful of other former McAllister Pack members had joined Garrick Kincaid’s pack. But unlike the others—one of whom paused in the doorway with a cart full of dirty dishes to throw a surprised look over her shoulder—Kieran hadn’t done much to bond with his new packmates or to contribute.

      The months of trying not to cause a fuss had done nothing but keep him shut up in his borrowed bedroom. Sure, he hadn’t been kicked out of the manor or the pack, but he was so disconnected from everything he felt… numb.

      Rick leaned against the back of his chair where he sat at the head of the table and sipped his wine. He glanced at his mate, Kai, before replacing his glass on the table. “I know the Council’s investigation into your family”—Kieran flinched—“is taking longer than we anticipated, but you shouldn’t feel obligated to—”

      “That’s not what this is.”

      Rick scowled, jaw tightening. Kieran suppressed the urge to smack himself. Alpha Kincaid might have been a thousand times better as an alpha than his father had been, but that didn’t mean Kieran could be disrespectful, and interruptions were one thing Rick was very particular about.

      As in, you didn’t do it. Ever.

      “Careful, McAllister,” growled Bennett.

      Kieran bristled, darting a glance at the enormous man on Rick’s left. Bennett was the third-highest-ranked member of the Kincaid Pack and someone Kieran should have instinctively shown respect toward. But something about the tiger shifter pressed Kieran’s buttons, driving him to act impulsively and often irrationally.

      He ran his eyes over Bennett’s wide shoulders and shaved head and suppressed a shiver. If nothing else, Bennett was a very attractive man. His dark skin and eyes were flawless and mesmerizing. The man’s well-muscled body called to the more… primitive side of Kieran. Luckily, that was a side he was well-practiced in suppressing.

      As most of the people around the crowded dinner table gave him curious or sympathetic looks, he realized he shouldn’t have brought this up in front of everyone, but he hadn’t seen Rick in over a week. The man was the busiest person Kieran had ever met. In desperation, he’d finally agreed to attend a “family” dinner rather than eat by himself in his room. So here he sat with Rick and his mate, Kai’s siblings, all of the pack Enforcers, and Beth the housekeeper.

      And because he was the lowest member of the pack in attendance, he sat at the opposite end of the table from the alpha. Perfect for everyone to listen in on the conversation.

      He should've just taken an appointment when Rick’s assistant, Jamie, offered it. But he’d been reluctant to use one of Rick's limited spots when so many other members of the pack, who had been members much longer than him, needed one. It also seemed kind of silly since they lived in the same house… Well, in the same mansion. Kieran had never lived in such a nice home before. Not even when he’d been forced to live with his father after his mom’s death.

      "My apologies, Alpha." Kieran cleared his throat as he tilted his head to one side slightly, showing his submission. While he was mostly no longer afraid Rick would react like his own father had if Kieran didn't show him the amount of respect he had felt was necessary, the lessons Kieran had learned from him were etched so deeply into his brain, he doubted he'd ever forget them.

      Rick grunted. "I know things are taking longer than you want, but I really need you available at a moment’s notice if the Council wants to talk to you again."

      "Yes, but—"

      "If you need money…" Rick started, looking awkward.

      Kieran cleared his throat and averted his eyes. "No, Alpha, that's not what I need." Kieran stood. "If you'll excuse me."

      His legs hesitated, but he forced himself to walk away before he actually had permission. Rick called after him, but Kieran heard Kai tell him to let it go for now.

      Without running, he made his way quickly up to the room he was staying in. Even though he’d been in the same room since his first night in the manor, he still couldn't quite think of it as his. He had been there over a month before he’d even unpacked his bags, but without any personal belongings, it just didn't feel like home.

      His chest ached as he stumbled into the bedroom, closed the door behind him, and leaned back against it, squeezing his eyes shut. It took several minutes of deep breathing exercises, but he finally slowed his racing heart and eased the tightness.

      God, he didn't understand how he could still miss home so much when he’d been miserable there for ages. Though he definitely didn't miss his family. His father and half-siblings had all been terrible to him in recent years, but it hadn’t always been that bad. Sure, he’d never been welcomed into their family, but his mom had more than made up for it and shielded him from a lot.

      As the woman who’d had a baby outside Alpha McAllister’s mating, she’d received the brunt of harassment when he’d been younger, but his half-siblings had still made it abundantly clear he wasn’t accepted. He didn’t look or act like they did, so he’d never fit in.

      He’d thought he could maybe find a way to fit in with the Kincaid Pack, but that was obviously a ridiculous pipe dream. The one time he tried to step outside the manor and become a real member of the pack, he was shut down before he could even explain why he’d wanted the stupid job to begin with.

      He’d always be the brother of the woman who’d had Kai beaten, the son of the man who’d broken shifter law and spied on the Kincaids.

      Useless. You don’t belong here.

      Legs unsteady, Kieran made his way across the room and lowered himself onto the crisply made bed.

      Fuck, he missed his mom, but that wasn't a new feeling. She’d died and left him three years ago, and his heart had never been the same. In that moment though, he wished more than anything he could get a hug from her.

      When was the last time anyone had hugged him?

      A soft knock at his door had him rising up on his elbows. "Yes?"

      "It's Samantha."

      Kieran held in a sigh and stood. He opened the door and raised an eyebrow at the teenager. For some reason, Kai's sister always went out of her way to check on him.

      "I brought you this." She held up a plate covered in foil. "Ms. Beth and I noticed you didn't eat your dinner and thought you might be hungry."

      He couldn't help but smile softly at the shy girl. Her family had been part of the pack for almost the same amount of time as him, but she hadn’t seamlessly found her place within the pack.

      Kind of like him.

      Unlike him, there was no chance the alpha—her brother-in-law, basically—would ever kick her out for failing to contribute to the pack.

      "Thank you, Samantha." He accepted the plate and opened the door wider. “Would you care to come in?”

      She shook her head and tucked some hair behind her ear. “No, I have to get back. We’re watching a movie with the pups after dinner, and I told Ms. Beth I’d help clear the table.”

      Kieran felt a pang in his chest at the reminder of how the rest of the manor’s residents got together for a weekly movie night, but he hadn’t been invited since the first time. He’d declined, not feeling up to being around so many strangers—or one particular Enforcer—but he would have accepted if he’d known that was his only chance.

      “Of course. Thank you again,” he said, forcing a smile.

      Samantha took a step back, then seemed to hesitate. For one moment, hope rose within him. Maybe she’d extend an invitation after all—it would be the polite thing to do after mentioning it in front of him.

      “School starts next week.”

      The tiny tendril of hope fizzled and died as he plastered a polite and expectant look on his face and nodded. “Yes, I’d heard as much. Are you excited?”

      She shrugged and ran one of her feet across the expensive-looking runner that ran the length of the hallway. He noticed she didn’t have shoes on, her white cotton socks appearing so strange for a moment. Then he realized he’d never seen anyone in his family in anything less than full attire—including shoes—unless they were in their bedrooms for the night. And at that point, you didn’t knock on their doors unless it was an emergency.

      “I guess,” she finally said, bringing him back to their conversation. “But, um, I just wanted to make sure you knew. You know, in case you wondered why I wasn’t around as much.”

      He genuinely smiled for the first time all evening. “I appreciate you making sure I knew. I would have definitely noticed your absence.”

      She flushed, grinned, and darted away. “Good night, Kieran!”

      “Good night, Samantha,” he murmured. Closing his door once more, he placed the covered plate on the desk across the room from his bed and grimaced. The scent of food was making his upset stomach even more nauseous.

      He’d have to sneak down and throw away the food later so the housekeeper didn’t notice he hadn’t eaten… again.

      Though the bed was calling to him, Kieran went into the bathroom and started the water for a shower. Once he’d washed the disappointing evening from his body, he could go to bed. Maybe he’d even find something to watch on the laptop Nico, a pack Enforcer, had given him.

      Sighing, he stepped under the hot spray and let his tears flow.
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        * * *

      

      Bennett stared at the door Kieran had exited through, anger boiling in his veins. He didn't understand it. Usually, nothing really got under his skin. Of Rick’s Enforcers, he was the most laid-back, the one Rick wanted in meetings with him to keep a level head.

      But there was something about Kieran McAllister’s perfect manners, spotless attire, and proud face that pressed every single button he had.

      And he was really getting tired of it.

      "Why can't he just get a job?" asked Kai.

      Bennett focused on his plate as Rick answered. "It's not that he can't get a job, it's that I need him available when the Council calls. Those fucking bastards keep calling and expecting him to fly out and talk to them at the drop of a hat. They don't like something we do or take offense to Kieran taking a few days to get to them because his boss wouldn’t let him have time off without notice, and it could be really bad for the entire pack." 

      “That’s not fair to him, Rick,” Kai murmured, reaching over and grasping Rick’s wrist where it lay on the table.

      “I know, but it’s better for everyone if he can just hold tight for a little while longer.”

      There was some grumbling around the table. Everyone was tired of the Council, and they were really getting on Rick's last nerve. But after what had happened with the Kings, Rick was no doubt right to try and keep the Council happy.

      When Rick had found Kai and his siblings being abused by their father and stepmom, he’d not only taken all four of them in, he’d also cut off a hand from both Calvin and Mildred King as punishment and banished them from the pack. Even though he’d had the right under shifter and pack law to discipline the Kings in any way he deemed necessary, the Council had tried to come after him when the Kings petitioned them. The Kings had claimed Rick was out of control and had stolen their children from them. For a while, it had looked like some of the members had even believed them, but with a little help from an ally on the Council—and the Kings sneaking back onto pack land to attack Kai and Samantha—the petition had been dropped.

      But with the lack of urgency the Council had since treated Rick’s complaint against the McAllisters, they all realized they had more enemies than friends on the Council.

      Plus, they no longer had someone keeping them apprised of what was happening. The unexpected—and unexplained—death of Mikel Gregson, their one true ally on the Council, had occurred right after Rick and Kai mated. Within days, they’d received word that Gregson’s death had been ruled a result of "natural causes."

      Natural causes, his black ass.

      Without Gregson keeping them informed of what was going on, they were flying blind. It should have been an open-and-shut case. When the pack’s emissary had returned from a visit to the McAllisters and suspected Alpha McAllister had spied on him while he was there, Rick had immediately notified the Council. Without concrete proof though, they’d basically ignored the complaint.

      Proving McAllister was doing shady things had pretty much been impossible—until Kieran had defected from his father's pack and confirmed what they had suspected: McAllister and his daughter had broken shifter law.

      The Council’s “investigation” into the allegations had turned into a series of never-ending hearings where they asked Kieran to come and testify over and over. He’d flown out to Montana—where the Council sat when it was in session—three times already and repeated each time what he'd seen and heard while he was an Enforcer with his father’s pack.

      Yet the Council continued to drag things on.

      It was beginning to become obvious to everyone that the McAllisters had at least a couple Council members in their pocket. Bennett had a few ideas on who, but they couldn’t find any evidence or any other packs to come forward and share any information they had.

      "What we need to do is figure out who McAllister has dirt on because we know he isn't openly friendly with any of the Council members. Blackmail’s the only reason I can think of for why the process is dragging on." Bennett placed his fork on the edge of his plate and leaned back in his chair, finished eating. "If we can't figure that out, I have a bad feeling this trial isn't going to end how we want."

      "I hate to admit that I think he's right, but B may have a point," Marcus said, leaning forward and speaking directly to Rick. His scent said he was nervous, but his face was as impassive as ever. "Alpha, you know how I feel about how the Council should be run, but I don't think they're following their own rules, let alone shifter law. We need to do something before McAllister's allies do something to us."

      Everyone stared at Marcus in shock.

      Before joining Rick's pack, Marcus had spent about a year as a personal assistant to one of the Council members—but B could never remember which one. Before that, Marcus had been in a pack with an abusive alpha, so the rules and structure he'd learned under the Council's guidance had really helped him, though not as much as Rick's honesty and loyalty. So, for Marcus to admit that something was going on with the Council that wasn’t aboveboard… that said something.

      “None of my contacts have known of anything Jerico could have on a Council member, but I’m still waiting to hear back from a few who aren’t as keen as we are on the technological side of things,” Nico said, running a hand over his short hair and sighing. “Maybe we could hire someone to investigate the Council and get our own dirt.”

      Rick shook his head and spoke before Marcus’s red face could explode. “No, we don’t have time at this point. I’ve a feeling things are about to wrap up—though not in our favor.”

      The conversation disintegrated, everyone breaking into smaller groups to talk over ideas, but it was all things they’d talked about before. They’d been having the same conversations for three months, waiting impatiently for the results of the investigation.

      Bennett stood and made his way around the table, clapping Rick on the shoulder and ruffling Kai’s wavy hair on his way past. Rick lifted his chin in acknowledgment but stayed focused on his mate, who was telling him about something he and Jess had gotten up to that afternoon. Whenever Kai was with his best friend, something usually ended up destroyed—more often than not that was the kitchen as they “learned” how to bake.

      The farther away from the dining room B got, the quieter the house was, and he sighed as he reached the stairs, slowly ascending. He was such an idiot. He knew it, yet he kept walking, unable to stop himself. He’d heard a note of pain in Kieran’s voice when he’d said money wasn’t what he needed.

      Bennett had to know what it was he did need. His tiger grumbled at the idea of Kieran needing something, of him being unhappy in any way.

      It was ridiculous. B had tried on several occasions to reach out and help Kieran after he’d moved into the manor, but he’d been rebuffed every time.

      And yet…

      Something about Kieran’s tragic eyes called to Bennett, stirring his animal and his instincts in a way no one ever had.

      Arriving at Kieran’s door, he paused and listened, but he only heard muffled footsteps, his nose picking up the scent of Kieran’s shower gel and a hint of food. Taking a deep breath, he raised his fist and knocked on the door.

      The movement inside the room stopped, but Kieran didn’t say anything. Frustrated, B knocked again, a little harder.

      “Open the door, Kieran.”

      He heard a quick indrawn breath, then slow steps toward the door. Kieran paused once more on the other side, but Bennett waited him out. Finally, the knob turned.

      Fuck, Kieran only wore a loosely tied robe.

      Bennett couldn’t stop himself from checking out the little slice of Kieran’s body he could see through the few inches he’d opened the door. His warm tawny skin was flushed from his recent shower, his hair still wet.

      “Can I help you with something, Enforcer?” Kieran’s voice was softer and much less combative than the last time Bennett had ventured up to his room.

      Bennett wasn’t fooled.

      Trying to focus, B raised his gaze from the divot at the base of Kieran’s throat and met his suspicious brown eyes. “I wanted to check in and see if you… if I could get you anything?” He narrowed his eyes. “You understand why Rick said no about getting a job, right?”

      Kieran’s nostrils flared. “Yes. I’m not a simpleton, so I was able to understand quite easily, especially since Alpha Kincaid explained his reasoning very clearly.”

      Jesus fuck… Bennett tried to hold on to his temper. If Kieran were his— Whoa. Where had that thought come from?

      “Can I get you something? Samantha brought up your dinner, right?” He knew she had—not just because she said she would, but because he could smell the delicious scent of pork chops in Kieran’s room. He must have decided to shower before eating for some reason.

      “No, thank you.” Kieran’s eyes dropped for just a fraction of a second. “The dinner was delicious. Please give Ms. Beth my compliments.”

      Why would he lie about eating?

      Before he could press Kieran for answers, he was shutting the door in Bennett’s face. “Good night, Enforcer.”
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      Two days after the disastrous dinner, Kieran was sitting on a chair outside, enjoying the late summer sun, when Alpha-mate Kai King suddenly appeared before him. He was carrying his younger brother, Henry, under one arm, the young boy nearly a year old and becoming quite a handful—or so Samantha had told him.

      Henry shrieked and giggled at being held like a bag of dog food. Behind Kai, his sister Callie released a cry an Amazon would be proud of and sprinted for the swings. She was four and ruled the roost. Sure enough, Samantha exited the house right behind her, calling after her to slow down, but Callie ignored her.

      “Hey, Sammi,” Kai said as he swung Henry down so he landed on his feet, pointed him toward Samantha, and gave him a little tap on the rear end. “Go play with Callie.”

      Samantha waited at the edge of the patio as Henry toddled unsteadily toward her, arms outstretched as soon as he got close. She scooped him up, then jogged after Callie.

      Kieran raised his eyebrows as the pup continued to run and scream in abandon, like she’d never been outside before. His stomach lurched at the thought. When Kieran and his sister had first arrived at the manor, his sister had been immediately jealous of the relationship budding between Kai and Alpha Kincaid. She’d asked around until she found someone in the pack willing to gossip with her about where Kai had come from.

      Then she’d relished in telling Kieran the story of how Kai and his siblings had been locked in a shed by their dad and stepmom for over half a year. Kieran had been so horrified he’d nearly thrown up, but his sister had just laughed with her pet Enforcer long after Kieran had stumbled away.

      “Good afternoon, Alpha-mate,” Kieran said, rising from his chair. He started to skirt around the edge of the patio, dodging the other chairs and the glass-topped table, but Kai stopped him.

      “Where are you going? I thought we could chat.” Kai frowned, his pale cheeks pinkening. “Unless you’d rather not be friends with someone like me…”

      Kieran narrowed his eyes and accidentally dropped his polite façade. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      They stared at each other for a long moment. He was sure his eyes were as huge as Kai’s. Dread began to fill him, curdling the small lunch he’d managed to keep down.

      “Alpha-mate, I am so sorry—”

      Kai cackled with laughter, waving his hand at Kieran as he bent over slightly, out of breath. “Oh my god, that was hilarious. You looked so shocked!”

      Kieran darted a glance across the yard and saw Samantha smirking at him. She was the only one who’d seen glimpses of the real him since he’d been there. Looking back at Kai, Kieran cleared his throat. “That was wildly inappropriate, and I apologize.”

      Kai blew a raspberry at him and collapsed onto the chair next to the one Kieran had been in. “Don’t even worry about it. You should hear the language Rick uses when he’s pissed. He can just about peel the paint off the walls.”

      Kai patted Kieran’s chair, and he approached slowly. “Still… you’re the alpha-mate, and I shouldn’t have—”

      “No, I’m just Kai. I mean”—Kai blew out an annoyed breath—“I am the alpha-mate, but that doesn’t mean you have to treat me differently than any other friend.”

      Friend. That was the second time Kai had mentioned them being friends. Kieran gently sat back down, spine rigid. Trying to stay upright on the lounger was difficult though, and he ended up relaxing back into the reclined position he’d been in.

      “Why would you think I wouldn’t want to be… friends with you?” Kieran stumbled over the word, still surprised Rick’s mate would seek him out for friendship. “If anything, you should avoid me. I am the son of your enemy, after all.”

      “Psh.” Kai rolled his eyes. “And I’m the son of an abusive asshole. Doesn’t mean I’m a terrible person.”

      “Of course not, but—”

      “And I’m half-human,” Kai blurted out, keeping his eyes on the kids and avoiding Kieran’s surprised gaze. “I thought since you grew up in a pretty straitlaced pack, you might feel the same way your sister had about me and my siblings.”

      Anger lit up his belly, but it was small, like the flame of a candle. He had no reason to be offended after his sister had ordered her Enforcer to beat Kai severely. It didn’t surprise Kieran at all that she’d called Kai names or degraded him for his parentage. That was exactly the kind of people his family—really, his old pack in general—were.

      They’d done the same to him enough times.

      He cleared his throat. “No, that doesn’t matter to me,” Kieran murmured, eyes traveling to the swings. He smiled at the sight of Callie yelling at Samantha to push her higher. “Samantha’s been very kind to me, by the way. You should be proud of the person she’s becoming.”

      He grinned at the scowl Samantha threw at him. He wasn’t close enough to scent her, but he had a feeling she was more embarrassed at his praise than anything else.

      “I am,” Kai said, grinning at his sister. “Most of the time. She can be real grouchy at times though.”

      “I can hear you, you know,” Samantha called to them, face visibly red.

      “We know!” Kai called back and waved.

      Henry wiggled in his swing—which was basically a small basket thing attached to some chains—and raised his arms to Samantha, a scowl brewing on his face. She shushed him as she lifted him out and carried him over to the patio once more, letting him walk the rest of the way to Kai on the more even ground. He toddled over to them as fast as his short little legs could carry him.

      “Hey, buddy, you done swinging?” Kai caught Henry in his arms when he threw himself at Kai’s chair. He settled Henry against his chest, and the pup immediately nuzzled against Kai before closing his eyes. Kai ran his hands over his back. “He was up at the crack of dawn for some reason. So I guess we’re taking an early nap time.”

      Kieran smiled at the sight. There hadn’t been many pups in his old pack, and the few that were a part of it hadn’t come around the alpha’s house. His father hadn’t liked his own children underfoot, and he definitely never had a permanent swing set and play area in his backyard for them or other pack kids. Kieran’s heart twinged, remembering his lonely, isolated childhood. At least he’d had his mom. He wasn’t sure he would have survived to adulthood without her.

      “You okay?” Kai asked, drawing Kieran’s attention once more.

      He forced a small smile. “Yes, thank you.” He cleared his throat and gazed out into the yard. “Alpha Kincaid has such a lovely home and grounds.”

      Kai didn’t say anything for several long moments, and when Kieran chanced a glance over at him, he saw his face was bright red from trying not to laugh. Kieran raised an eyebrow, and that seemed to be the final straw. Guffaws erupted from him, his whole body shaking.

      Henry frowned and grunted as he tightened his arms. “Kai… noooo.”

      Once Kai had himself under control again, he took several deep breaths, patting Henry’s back until he settled down once more. His white skin was so flushed from laughing he almost looked like he had a sunburn. Finally, he said, “Sorry. I came to talk to you about something specific, and before I could bring it up, you were doing awkward small talk.”

      Kieran ducked his head and felt his cheeks heating. “I apologize, Alpha-mate. I didn’t realize—”

      “No, no, it’s my fault!” Kai interrupted. He tried to sit forward but jerked to a halt when Henry growled at him. They both stared at the sleeping pup in surprise. Kai shook his head and looked at Kieran. “I meant I was being weird and awkward, and so you were forced to do small talk. It was totally on me.”

      Not sure how to respond, Kieran dipped his chin in acknowledgment and decided to wait and see what the “specific” topic was Kai wished to talk about.

      Kai looked away and toward Samantha again, but Kieran still didn’t fill the silence.

      “Sammi struggled when we first joined the pack,” he murmured at last, not taking his eyes off his sister. Kieran suspected she could still hear them if she tried, but she was laughing with Callie and seemed to be ignoring them. “Did you know that? I know you had a lot going on when you first came, so I didn’t know if you noticed our little family drama.”

      “I didn’t know that, no.” He eyed Samantha and wondered if that was why she’d reached out to him. Kindred spirits. “I… I’m trying not to be bothersome while I’m staying here, so I’ve mostly stayed in the room I was given.” Kai turned to him, eyes widened, and Kieran hurriedly added, “The accommodations in the manor are beyond anything I’ve ever experienced, so staying here is not a hardship at all.”

      “You could never be ‘bothersome,’ Kieran,” Kai said, ignoring everything else. “I—We thought you weren’t happy here…”

      Kieran sat up straight, terror shooting through him, and swung his legs around so he was facing Kai. “No! No, I love it here! Your pack is wonderful. I-I don’t wish to go back. Please.”

      “Hey, hey, hey. It’s okay.” Kai sat up as well as he could, cradling Henry’s small body against him. “That’s not going to happen. You hear me? Rick would never do that.”

      Taking in deep lungfuls of the humid late summer air, Kieran’s wolf whimpered at his distress. He was embarrassed he’d reacted like that, showing his fear and weakness to a superior member of the pack. He would never prove his worth if he had panic attacks anytime someone tried to talk to him.

      Heart mostly back to normal, Kieran rubbed his palms over his thighs. “Apologies, Alpha-mate. I shouldn’t have assumed to know what you meant.”

      Kai’s eyebrows furrowed. “Seriously, you gotta stop calling me that.”

      “Alpha-mate?”

      “Yeah. Just call me Kai. The formality is freaking me out.” Kai shuddered dramatically, and Kieran smiled weakly. “I try not to think about being the mate to an alpha of such a large and powerful pack. Gives me heart palpitations.”

      Kieran bit his lip and looked up at Kai surreptitiously. “Do you not perform alpha-mate duties?”

      Kai’s eyes turned into saucers. “I’m sorry, the what-now? No one told me about any fu-freaking duties!”

      Unable to hold in his laughter, Kieran began to chuckle but covered his mouth to stifle it.

      Kai’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, you tricky little minx.”

      Deep belly laughs burst out of him unexpectedly. He was as surprised as Kai looked. By the time he stopped laughing, he had tears in his eyes and his stomach hurt.

      “Some packs do have the alpha-mate perform certain tasks, but I’m sure Alpha Kincaid will tell you if he needs you to take on any of those responsibilities,” Kieran finally managed to say.

      Kai pouted. “He didn’t even mention the possibility.”

      Worried he’d overstepped, Kieran struggled to respond. “Maybe… Maybe he doesn’t want you to be overwhelmed? You are new to pack life.”

      Giving a half shrug but not looking convinced, Kai settled back into his lounger and rearranged Henry’s slack body. “Maybe, but I think I’ll be having a chat with my mate. Or maybe his second-in-command. B usually tells me these things if Rick doesn’t.”

      At the mention of the Bengal tiger shifter, Kieran squirmed in his chair, cheeks flushing hot. When Bennett had come to his bedroom the other night to check on him, Kieran’s entire body had broken out in goosebumps. He wasn’t proud of how he treated the enormous Enforcer, but Kieran’s equilibrium always got turned upside down when he was nearby.

      Usually when he wasn’t sure how to respond to someone or something, he’d rely on his wolf’s instincts. But for the last month or so, his wolf had been… strangely quiet. His chest hurt as he reflexively searched for his other half but could barely feel him.

      Maybe his father was right. Maybe his defiant nature really would cause his own destruction.

      “Kieran?”

      He jerked his head up and grimaced. God, he wasn’t usually so easily distracted, but he kept finding himself drifting off lately. “I’m so sorry, Alph—Kai. Please continue.”

      Frowning, Kai said, “I was just saying that I’d gotten off track again. I was talking to my friend Jess, and we think we came up with an idea for you.”

      Kieran wrinkled his nose. “For me?”

      Kai nodded. “Yup! I mean, once this trial business is finally done, you can find something more suited to you if you want, but we thought you might like getting out of the house a little before then.”

      Interest piqued, Kieran leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. “Very much so.”

      “Great! You know Dr. Carter Bell?”

      Kieran frowned but nodded, not sure where Kai was going.

      “Well, Doc said he could use some help a few days a week updating patient charts, dealing with insurance company authorizations for his human patients, handling some scheduling stuff, and so on while his office manager is on maternity leave.”

      Kieran sat back, the surge of energy he’d felt deflating. “I don’t know how to do any of those types of things. But thank you for trying.”

      “Oh no, I figured,” Kai said quickly. “But we talked to him, and he said he’d train you on how to do anything you weren’t sure about. Plus, he said if you didn’t like it, that was okay, and he’d help us find you something else to do.”

      While the idea of so many people talking about him—or worse yet, pitying him—made his wolf give a weak growl, he couldn’t deny the fact he’d love to feel useful. Alpha Kincaid probably wouldn’t have accepted Kieran into his pack if he’d known Kieran would end up leeching off him for months. He needed to start giving back to the pack that had already given him so much.

      Kai waited while he considered the idea, and when Kieran nodded in agreement, Kai broke out into a large grin.

      “Great! I’ll call him right now!”
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      Bennett stared out the kitchen window at Kieran and Kai on the back patio. He’d been standing there creeping on them like some stalkerish human for at least fifteen minutes. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Kieran was hiding something. Something important.

      “Sweetheart, why are you glaring at that sweet boy?” Beth asked behind him.

      He grimaced at getting caught, turning away guiltily. “I wasn’t. I was just thinking as I looked in his general direction.”

      “Such a terrible liar,” she tutted and handed him two plates of food. “Go eat lunch with Rick, please. You’re in my way.”

      He stood there a moment holding the covered dishes. She patted his cheek, then walked away. Glancing around the kitchen, he saw the basket of clean clothes waiting to be folded over on the table, the makings of dinner strewn about the counters, and he could hear Beth talking to one of the women who worked with her about finishing the dusting in the public rooms before the end of the day.

      Yeah, okay, he was maybe in the way of her well-ordered manor.

      He hit the back stairs and climbed all the way up to the private third floor where Rick and Kai and Kai’s siblings lived and where the library was that Rick worked out of. He used to meet with certain pack members in there too, but his assistant, Jamie Foley, had put the kibosh on that pretty quickly. Jamie had been vigilant about keeping Rick and his mate’s private spaces away from the prying eyes of the pack.

      When Rick remarked on how smoothly his days went, Bennett liked to laugh and point out that he’d originally been vehemently opposed to having an assistant. The scowl Rick always gave him would just make him laugh harder.

      “Lunch delivery,” he said as he pushed the cracked library door open. If he hadn’t been one hundred percent sure he knew Rick’s mate was outside, he wouldn’t have entered without knocking. It only took walking in on the two of them once to learn his lesson. Though Rick had made sure he’d learned his lesson on the sparring mat that day too; he’d been furious that anyone had seen Kai in such an… acrobatic position.

      Speak of the devil. Jamie stood just behind Rick, accepting pages after Rick signed them. The small bird shifter cleared his throat and raised an eyebrow at Bennett’s audacity to walk in without invitation but didn’t remark on it.

      Bennett smirked as he approached and set the plates down. He’d let Jamie know pretty early on that he appreciated the boundaries he was setting for Rick, but most of them weren’t going to apply to him. He’d known Rick his whole life, had been best friends with him for most of it too, and he wouldn’t be shut out by a well-meaning assistant.

      Not happening.

      “Hey, B.” Rick didn’t look up from what he was doing. “Let me finish these, then I’ll gladly take a break.”

      “Sir, you aren’t scheduled for lunch—”

      “I’m taking it early,” Rick said easily, his deep voice barreling over his assistant’s softer one. “Make any changes you need to, but I don’t have any meetings until three, right?”

      Jamie nodded, already pulling out his phone. “Yes, sir. I’ll send you the adjusted schedule as soon as I’m back at my computer.”

      Bennett grinned at their exchange and leaned back in the chair he’d sat on adjacent to Rick. He uncovered his own plate and picked up a baby carrot, smile widening. Biting it in half, he couldn’t help but chuckle at Jamie’s scowl.

      “Stop antagonizing my assistant,” Rick muttered as he signed one more paper and handed it over to Jamie. From where Bennett sat, they looked like daily reports. Pack betas were required to submit one every day, Enforcers once a week. Rick looked up at Jamie and smiled gently. “Thank you. You’re dismissed for lunch.”

      “But, sir, your schedule—”

      “Go.”

      Jamie sighed and headed for the door, juggling papers, folders, and his phone. “Yes, sir. I’ll see you in a couple hours.” He stopped short when Drake Hayes stepped into the doorway. “Oh.”

      Bennett exchanged looks with Rick, then rose. “Hey, D. You joining us for lunch?”

      He hurried over and took the plate Drake held in his hand before he dropped it or the bottle of water tucked under his arm. When his house had exploded with Drake standing just outside it, he’d been severely injured and had to have one of his arms amputated at the shoulder. Luckily, Doc had figured out quickly that the shrapnel in the bomb had been coated in some strange strain of wolfsbane, and if they hadn’t cut off his arm, Drake would have died. The lingering scars on his face and neck and his missing arm meant he stood out in a group of shifters, but he seemed to be adjusting fairly well. Though he’d found the prosthetic Doc gave him to be cumbersome, so he hardly wore it anymore.

      Drake cleared his throat and stared at the ground, cheeks flushing, and it took Bennett longer than it should have to realize what was embarrassing him. Drake hardly wore his prosthetic around Rick and the other Enforcers.

      And the way Jamie was staring made it clear why.

      Though… Jamie’s scent was throwing off some weird notes. Bennett decided he’d decipher them later. He laid a hand on Jamie’s shoulder and gently pushed him out of the way so Drake could enter the room. He did, slipping past them without saying anything or raising his eyes. Bennett heard Rick murmur, “Come here, Drake,” but he stayed focused on removing Jamie.

      The slight man went easily enough, seemingly in a fog. “I-I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I…”

      Bennett closed the door so they were alone in the hallway. “I’m not going to say it’s cool because it isn’t. If you’re going to bring things to Rick in the private areas of the manor, you need to be respectful of everyone who lives here, not just Rick and Kai.”

      Jamie’s fair skin flushed so dark he nearly turned purple. “Of course! I’m so sorry. Please tell Enforcer Hayes I apologize for making him uncomfortable. He absolutely shouldn’t feel like he has to… look a certain way in the privacy of his home.”

      Before Bennett could say anything else, Jamie literally ran away. But not before B caught the scent of tears.

      “Fucking hell.”

      Rubbing at his face, Bennett went back into the library and scowled at the judgmental faces Rick and Drake were giving him.

      “Did you make my assistant cry?” Rick half rose from the table, lip curling back in a snarl.

      “Maybe.” There was no use denying it. As alpha of an extremely powerful pack, Rick’s wolf was the strongest Bennett had ever seen, and he’d no doubt caught the scent of tears as well. “I didn’t mean to?”

      Drake snorted and dug into his sandwich. “I appreciate the thought, B, but I was more surprised to find him in here than embarrassed.”

      Bennett refrained from calling bullshit. “I’ll make it up to him… somehow.” He settled back onto his chair and took a large bite of the turkey sandwich Beth had made him. “Did I crash your lunch date or something?”

      Rick frowned as he finished stacking his work on his laptop and moving everything so he had room to eat. “What?”

      Drake rolled his eyes. “No. I went down to find something to eat, and it was like Beth knew I was coming. Already had a plate ready and everything. She shoved it at me and told me to get out of her way.”

      Rick chuckled and started eating. “I swear she’s getting sassier the more people she has to boss around.”

      Bennett grunted and nodded, mouth full.

      “I was just going to go into the dining room, but I think she took pity on me and told me you guys were up here eating.” Drake carefully uncapped his water and took a drink. “Though I only brought one of these.”

      Rick and Bennett both shook their heads in mock disappointment.

      They lapsed into silence for a while, each focusing on their meal, but his thoughts from earlier were still bothering him. After shoving the last carrot in his mouth, he wiped his hands on the paper towel the plate had been covered with and shoved it all away from him.

      “I think Kieran’s hiding something.”

      Rick and Drake’s heads jerked up, both frowning.

      “Like what?” Rick asked, pausing with half his sandwich still in his hand.

      “I’m not sure. But… he lied about something meaningless the other night, so I started paying closer attention to him—”

      Drake snorted. Loudly. “‘Started’? You’ve barely paid attention to anything else since he got here.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Bennett sneered and straightened in his seat. Kieran had made it very clear from the beginning he didn’t appreciate Bennett’s “hovering,” so he’d respected that and kept his distance.

      “Let’s argue about your obsession with McAllister later,” Rick said, waving his empty hand and taking a bite of his sandwich. “Continue.”

      “I’m not—” He stopped at the look Rick gave him. Even he couldn’t push their alpha too far. Clearing his throat, he continued. “The only person he spends time with really is Samantha, and that’s only for an hour or two a day at most. Plus…” A part of him wondered if he should be sharing Kieran’s personal business behind his back, but a larger part knew something had to be done. “He’s lost weight, and I can’t remember having seen him shift since he’s been here. When I asked Beth, she said she hadn’t seen him going out into the woods by himself or anything.”

      Rick leaned back, cursing and scratching at the five o’clock shadow that was pretty much becoming permanent scruff on his face. “You think his wolf is pining for someone or for his old pack?”

      The idea of Kieran having left behind someone special in his old pack hadn’t occurred to Bennett, and his gut twisted at the idea. He wouldn’t have agreed to stay if he’d had a mate, would he? He didn’t carry a mating bite, but not all mates exchanged them. Only true mates were able to bond with their mates in such a way.

      At least, that was what people said. Not a lot was known about the magic behind “true” mates, and Bennett had always been a little skeptical, but the evidence was clear on Kai and Rick’s necks.

      “He was outside with Kai when I was in the kitchen fifteen minutes ago,” Drake interjected. “Maybe your spying skills aren’t up to par, and he’s just more introverted than we’re used to.”

      Bennett shook his head, but Rick spoke up before he could say anything. “No, that’s new. Kai talked to me last night about reaching out to Kieran today. He said he felt bad that he hadn’t already.” Rick grimaced. “None of us really have, have we?”

      Drake looked between them. “Wait. He’s been here three months and hasn’t befriended anyone?”

      “Just Samantha,” Bennett murmured and rubbed at his tight chest. “But I got the feeling that was her reaching out to him, not the other way around. Beth said she’s seen them together—Samantha working on worksheets from her tutor in preparation for the school year starting and Kieran reading—but that it’s almost always Samantha seeking out Kieran wherever he’s holed up.”

      “Well, we’ve certainly fucked this up.” Rick stood and began to pace. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice something like this under my own fucking nose.”

      “None of us did,” Bennett said, guilt swamping him. Despite the others’ teasing, he really had been giving Kieran his space the last few months. But it had gone against his instincts. His cat had known better, had ached to join Kieran and lounge in the sun with him. “Kai said something to Kieran about working with Doc?”

      Rick nodded. “Yeah, all day yesterday, he and Jess brainstormed ideas and called folks, looking for a place for him to volunteer or spend time away from the manor.”

      “Why’d that take all day?” Drake asked.

      Rick grimaced. “Most people were… hesitant to bring a former member of the McAllister Pack into their business or home. The reasons behind Veronica McAllister’s expulsion and the trial aren’t exactly a secret.”

      “Fucking hell.” Bennett ran a hand over his shaved head, then gripped the back of his neck. “He probably knew that was the case without even talking to the pack.” A sudden thought occurred to Bennett, and he shot upright. “Do you think he assumes we all feel that way? As in, you and the Enforcers?”

      “I don’t—” Rick stopped and cocked his head. Bennett couldn’t hear anything, but he trusted Rick’s senses. A moment later, he nodded. “Kai is on his way up.”

      A few minutes later, Kai strolled in eating a cookie. He came up short when he saw all of them staring at him.

      “Wha?” he asked through his full mouth.

      Smiling his dopey mated smile, Rick walked over and swept Kai into his arms. He nuzzled his mate’s neck like Bennett and Drake weren’t in the room.

      Bennett loudly cleared his throat. “How’d your talk with Kieran go?”

      Giggling, Kai unsuccessfully tried to push Rick away as he focused on Bennett. “Really well! He seemed surprised but happy about the idea of helping out at the clinic.”

      Rick finally pulled his face out of Kai’s neck. “Did you tell him about being half-human?”

      Bennett raised his brows at Kai’s blush.

      “Yeah. He said he didn’t care about that,” Kai said softly. “But he thought I’d care about his family.” He shook his head. “So dumb.”

      Fuck. They really did need to do better.
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      “Hello?”

      Kieran walked into Dr. Carter Bell’s clinic a few days later, his steps hesitant and his hands a little shaky. He was eager to help, to prove his worth to this pack that had taken him in when he’d had nothing, but he was also terrified of what Doc and the other pack members must think of him. He was the son and brother of the enemy. He’d been in the manor when Veronica and Drago attacked the pack’s alpha-mate. How could they not blame him? How could they not see him as one of them?

      “Be right there,” a deep voice called from somewhere farther inside the building.

      It was a few minutes before eight in the morning—an hour before the clinic technically opened—so the place was deserted. Kieran looked around the small waiting area and smiled at the child-sized table in the corner, toys and coloring books scattered across the top.

      The clinic was a three-story building that sat a block away from Main Street. It used to be a house, but the first floor appeared to have been completely gutted. There was a reception area that separated the waiting area from the exam rooms in the back. Kieran knew there was a surgery suite somewhere too—though according to Kai, the humans in town didn’t know that. He’d told Kieran that the majority of the town saw Doc as just a regular family physician. Apparently, he even saw human patients so it didn’t look like he only treated certain people around town.

      “Mr. McAllister! It’s nice to see you again,” Doc said as he came through a swinging door, a large smile on his handsome face. His dark hair had a touch of salt in it, but his light brown skin barely had any wrinkles.

      “Good morning,” Kieran said, nodding politely. He held out the to-go cup of coffee in his right hand. “The barista at the café on Main Street suggested you’d like this.”

      Doc grinned as he accepted the cup and took several large swallows. “Ah! That is good. Was Mark working? He’s always looking out for me.”

      “Oh…um…” He hadn’t actually caught the man’s name, so anxious about getting his beverage and arriving on time. “I’m not sure.”

      Waving his hand, Doc gestured back toward the door he’d appeared through. “No matter. Come on back, and we can talk about what you’ll be doing.”

      “Thank you,” Kieran murmured, slipping past the large man and pushing the door open. Kieran wasn’t short by any standard, but Dr. Bell was probably as tall as Alpha Kincaid and Enforcer Young and just as broad in the chest and shoulders. Though Doc’s middle section looked a little softer than Alpha Kincaid or Bennett’s.

      There was a long hallway on the other side of the door with exam rooms coming off on each side. He’d been this far before, when he’d had to come and get his shoulder put back into place months ago. He hesitated, not sure where to go.

      “Straight back, son.”

      Son? Kieran bristled slightly but started moving again. Dr. Bell was probably at least ten years older than Kieran’s twenty-four. Maybe even fifteen. Did he see Kieran as an immature kid?

      The hallway ended in a large room that had lab equipment, computers, and two overflowing desks. In one of the back corners by a window overlooking the small backyard, a kitchenette was set up with a table and chairs.

      “So I have a full-time receptionist who sits out front, an RN, and two MAs,” Doc explained as he beelined for the table and sat in the far chair so his back was to the corner. He gestured at another chair and continued. “But my office manager just went on maternity leave two weeks ago, and she’s not sure if she’s going to come back after her three months. It’s their third kid, and she wants to spend more time with them, you know?”

      “Umm.” His oldest brother had a son, but Kieran had barely met the kid. And he couldn’t imagine his brother or his mate staying home to be with their child more. Then again, he barely knew either of them, just what he’d heard from his father in recent years.

      “So this might be temporary or it may turn into something more long term. Would you be interested in that?” Doc paused and took another sip of his coffee.

      “I…” Jesus Christ. What did he say to all of that? Wasn’t this just a volunteering gig? “However long you need my help, I’m happy to give it.”

      There. That was sufficiently vague.

      Doc flashed another grin and drained his cup, tossing it in a half-full bin as he stood. “Great. Let me give you a tour.”
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      Three hours later, Kieran was positive Cathy—the clinic’s office manager—was a saint and was definitely never coming back if she was smart.

      He really couldn’t blame her.

      As amazing as Doc seemed to be with his patients, he was absolute shit with paperwork and computers. Oh, and Kieran learned really quickly not to ask about anything regarding insurance unless he had a spare twenty minutes to listen to Doc’s opinions regarding human healthcare.

      The first time he heard the speech, it had been useful since Kieran didn’t know much about how things like that worked. His father’s pack had been fairly anti-human, so he’d had limited exposure except when he’d been at school.

      But the second time he heard the speech, Kieran learned to keep his mouth shut about referrals or authorizations when Doc was within hearing distance.

      After the tour, Doc had escorted Kieran to one of the messy desks, sat him down, and gestured at the pile of papers and patient folders like Kieran would know what to do with any of it. When he said as much, Doc had jotted down Cathy’s number, then gone out front to greet the newly arrived receptionist.

      He’d tried to make heads or tails of the stacks but had been afraid he’d mess something up. Finally, he’d caved and called Cathy, even though he felt awful for disturbing her at home after just having her baby. She’d laughed when he’d briefly explained what had happened and said she’d come up in a few hours to show him what to do.

      As he’d waited for her, he’d sorted the items on both desks, emptied out the food that was growing mold from the fridge, taken out the garbage, met one of the MAs, answered the phone while the receptionist took a break to make a personal call, and not thought about his family or the Council all morning.

      “Cathy! What are you doing here?” he heard Doc boom from the front of the clinic and nearly whimpered in relief. “Is Jonah okay?”

      Kieran walked up front, ready to beg for help, but stopped short when the door swung open and he found Doc cuddling a tiny baby and Bennett and Enforcer Hayes sitting in chairs.

      A chubby brunette with an infectious smile winked at him. His savior had arrived.

      “He’s fine, Doc. Do you want me to take him so you can see to these two strapping men?” Cathy halfheartedly reached for her son as she nodded toward Bennett and Drake.

      “God, no. I’m taking all the pup snuggles I can get,” Doc said, turning away from her. “They don’t mind. Do you, boys?”

      Both had amused expressions, but they shook their heads as they stood. Bennett glanced at Kieran but his expression didn’t change, and then he was turning back to Doc. Wow, okay. So we’re not even acknowledging each other now?

      “Kieran, right?” Cathy said, stopping in front of him and drawing his attention.

      He smoothed the frown from his face and smiled. “Yes, ma’am. I apologize for making you come all the way down—”

      She waved him off and squeezed past him, already on the move again. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ve been home with no one but my mate and three kids for two weeks—I needed the break.”

      She sounded sincere, but Kieran still felt bad. “I’m sure other pack members have stopped by though…”

      She shrugged as she settled at her desk. “The first few days we had a ton of visitors, bringing heaps of food, but that tapered off pretty quickly.”

      Kieran frowned. “What about family?”

      Her brown eyes were sad as she glanced up at him. “My parents didn’t approve of me mating with a human. That’s how we ended up here. We’re originally from the East Coast.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      She shrugged and powered up the computer. “It is what it is. I wouldn’t give up Nicholas for anything, so it doesn’t matter what they think anymore.” She looked through the stacks he’d made and nodded. “Okay, so I know it looks overwhelming, but once I show you a few things, you’ll do fine.”

      “Until you come back,” he quickly inserted.

      She tipped her head back and grinned up at him. “Sure, sweetheart. We can go with that. Now, the first thing you should know is that Olive the receptionist? She’ll try and get you to cover the front desk for her ten times a day if you let her.”

      “Oops.”
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      Bennett smiled at the tiny pup cradled against Doc’s chest as he used his free hand to probe at Drake’s healed stump. Drake could have driven himself to his appointment—after the first month of being coddled, he’d put his foot down and mostly taken care of himself—but Bennett had wanted the excuse to check in on Kieran.

      He heard Kieran’s husky chuckle mingling with Cathy’s boisterous laughter but didn’t try and eavesdrop on what they were saying. His worries that Kieran wouldn’t fit in at Doc’s clinic were resoundingly put to rest, and he could go back to the manor knowing things were fine here.

      “How’s the prosthetic feeling?” Doc asked as he finished his exam and stepped back, furrow between his brow.

      Drake shrugged and glanced at Bennett for the briefest of moments. “I think I’m going to stop trying to wear it. It hurts after more than a couple hours and is just a big useless reminder of what I’m missing. I’d rather simply learn to live without it.”

      Bennett’s heart lurched, and he stepped closer, laying a hand on Drake’s shoulder.

      “That’s your choice,” Doc said evenly. “If that colleague I told you about comes up with something a little more shifter friendly, would you like to try it?”

      Drake shook his head and stood. Bennett followed the movement, then slid his hand to the back of Drake’s neck and gave him a light squeeze. After that, Doc asked a few more questions, then told Drake he could call if he had any unexpected pain or other symptoms; otherwise, he was as healed as he’d get.

      Bennett tried not to glance at the scars on Drake’s face at those words. The sick fuck who’d made the bomb that exploded at Drake’s home had made sure if a shifter got hit with shrapnel, they’d fail to heal. Without Doc’s quick thinking and stock of antidotes, Drake would have bled out or died from the poisoning. As it was, the antidote only partially worked, leaving Drake riddled with scars on the side of his face, neck, and torso.

      Even though they knew Kai’s father and stepmother had pushed the detonator, they still didn’t know who’d actually made the device or why.

      Or why they’d targeted Drake of all people. Sure, he was an Enforcer now, but at the time of the attack, he was a beta. One of over a dozen. So why him and not Ericka or José or any of the others? Why not a civilian?

      Why not a building downtown?

      Bennett shuddered at the thought and followed Drake and Doc out of the exam room. Instead of leading them toward the front, Doc turned toward the back and followed the excited voice of Cathy to where she stood behind Kieran as he sat at a desk, frowning in concentration at a computer.

      “Yup, there you go. You got it!” Cathy exclaimed and gave Kieran a little hug around his shoulders from behind.

      A hiss escaped Bennett, and he coughed to cover it up, but Drake still looked at him like he’d turned into a frog or something.

      “I take it things are going well back here?” Doc asked, seemingly not noticing Bennett’s slipup.

      “Of course. Kieran’s picking things up super fast. You won’t even notice I’m gone, I bet,” Cathy gushed, one hand still on Kieran’s shoulder as he ducked his head and blushed.

      Fuck, why does he have to be so attractive?

      “I’m happy to pitch in whenever Dr. Bell needs,” Kieran murmured, keeping his eyes down.

      Bennett frowned. “Pitch in? I thought you were hiring him?”

      Kieran’s head jerked up, but Doc was already nodding. “I am. He’s got it in his head it’s a volunteer position for some reason.” Doc grinned at Kieran’s sputtering indignation. “I figure he’ll barely notice when I start slipping him paychecks.”

      Drake snorted a laugh, and Kieran’s face somehow turned even redder.

      “Alpha Kincaid said—”

      “Let me deal with Rick,” Bennett said, puffing up with pride when Kieran glanced at him with hope in his eyes.

      “Are you sure?”

      Bennett nodded. “I’ll take care of it.”

      And you.
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      Bennett had Drake drop him off at his house on their way back from his appointment. He told him he needed to grab something for their meeting that afternoon, but what he really needed was five minutes without anyone else around.

      Once he was alone, he prowled into his sunroom at the back of his house, stripped, and sank onto one of the large plush cushions scattered across the floor. The sun was shining through the large windows, heating the room and relaxing his tense muscles. He’d take a quick catnap, recharge, and then be back at the manor before anyone missed him…

      “Please, I need you,” Kieran cried out as Bennett sank into his tight hole. “Harder, Bennett. Please.”

      “I’ve got you, sweetheart.” He grunted as he thrust harder and deeper, driving into his mate so fast the bedposts were knocking into the wall.

      “Bennett!” Kieran screamed, coming between them, the scent of his release triggering—

      “Bennett!”

      Before his eyes were open, Bennett was on his feet, claws and fangs flashing. As he struggled to calm his racing heart—and raging hard-on—he heard pounding on his front door.

      “Bennett, are you okay?”

      Fucking hell. Kieran was at his door. He glanced down at his dick and grimaced as another drop of pre-come dripped from the tip, falling to the floor. “I’m fine! Did you need something?”

      He grabbed his jeans and pulled them on as he made his way toward the front of the house. The windows were all open to catch the breeze, but now they were bringing him the scent of an agitated wolf on his doorstep. Luckily, that at least helped with his erection. Once he was able to actually get the zipper up, he opened the door and frowned at Kieran.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Me? You’re the one who didn’t answer his phone, so Alpha Kincaid called and asked me himself to come and check on you on my way hom—back to the manor.” Kieran squeezed and released his hands a few times at his sides, nostrils flaring. “He said you were supposed to be at a meeting over an hour ago…”

      “Fuck me.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out his phone—but it was dead. “What time is it?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, darting back toward the sunroom to grab his discarded shirt and pull it on. He was back at the front door a few moments later.

      “You borrowed an SUV, right?”

      Kieran frowned but nodded. “Vanessa said it was okay.”

      Bennett nodded as he pulled his door shut, not bothering to lock it. Tashmica herself, leader of the Kincaid Pack coven, had warded his home against uninvited guests. If someone got in, he had bigger things to worry about than a stolen television. “No, it is okay. I just need a ride.”

      He’d planned on shifting and running back to the manor, but he’d have to take a longer route, skirting the edge of town to make sure he wasn’t seen, so it would be much faster to drive.

      “Um, okay,” Kieran murmured, stepping back quickly when Bennett got close.

      When they neared the front of the SUV, Kieran’s steps seemed to falter for a moment. Before Bennett could say or do anything, Kieran shook his head without comment, lifted his chin, and beelined for the driver’s side.

      He opened his mouth to ask if he was alright, then snapped it shut, gritting his teeth to stop himself. Fuck, he was so out of sorts waking up like that. He’d almost forgotten their unspoken agreement: they’d keep their distance from each other, and Bennett wouldn’t ask invasive questions like, “Are you okay?” It was dumb as hell, but after he’d overstepped the other night and had Kieran lie right to his face, he wasn’t eager to try again.

      Once they were on their way to the manor, the silence thick between them, Kieran squirmed the tiniest bit next to him. Bennett probably wouldn’t have even noticed with someone like Kai or Rick, but he was so damn… aware of everything Kieran did that his head was snapping to the side to check on Kieran before he realized what he was doing.

      Clearing his throat, Kieran tightened his hands on the steering wheel and nibbled on his lower lip.

      Fuck. After the weird-ass dream Bennett had just been having, the last thing he needed was for Kieran to be unintentionally provocative. His dick just couldn’t handle that shit right then.

      “Doc seemed pleased with your help,” Bennett finally said, voice husky.

      Kieran’s fingers twitched. “I’m sure he’d be appreciative of anyone helping while Cathy is gone. I’m happy to lend a hand while I’m… otherwise unoccupied.”

      Bennett ground his teeth together and took a deep breath. "Can't you just accept a compliment?"

      Kieran's head jerked toward him for a moment before he refocused on the road and turned onto the manor's long driveway. "My apologies, Enforcer Young. I wasn't aware your statement was to be construed as a compliment."

      He said it with a stoic face, but Bennett felt his blood heat. "You knew damn well I meant you did a good job today."

      Kieran's scent fluctuated suddenly, and his heart rate increased a tick. He didn't respond for several long moments, then he stopped the vehicle at the gate box and punched in the code. When he pulled through the opening gate, he finally spoke. "Would you like me to drop you at the door?"

      Fucking hell. He grunted a yes and jumped out before Kieran had completely stopped. He jogged up the front steps, still fuming, and threw open the door only to come face-to-face with a pissed-off Rick.

      "I'm sorry—"

      "Fuck your apology," Rick growled, immediately getting into Bennett's face. "You know how important these meetings are. What the fuck was so much more pressing than being here to speak with the Topsmead Pack with me?"

      "Nothing, Alpha. I have no excuse." Bennett kept his eyes lowered, recognizing how on edge Rick was. And it was understandable. They needed all the allies they could get and all the information on the Council they could collect. Bennett's absence wouldn't have been noticed by the Topsmeads, but Rick counted on him to be there.

      To pull him back when Rick was starting to lose his temper.

      Rick opened his mouth to say something else, fangs flashing in the brightness of the entrance hall, but the front door opened behind Bennett, and Rick's attention zeroed in on Kieran. Bennett watched as Rick's nostrils flared, and his narrowed eyes darted between them.

      Focusing back on Bennett, Rick's lip lifted in a sneer, but his mate descending the steps behind him stopped any further discussion.

      "That's enough, Rick," Kai said, voice soft but steady.

      "Pup, he missed a goddamn meeting because he was fucking."

      Bennett hissed, his already agitated cat rising to the surface. "Jesus, Rick. You honestly think I'd do something as dumb as mess around with—"

      "Bennett." Kai's voice was raised this time, and Bennett felt his cat respond immediately, his ire lowering. Kai came the rest of the way down the stairs and walked right up to Rick and Bennett. His green gaze flickered toward Kieran, who hadn't said a word during the entire exchange. "I said that's enough. Apologize to Kieran."

      Bennett pressed his lips together, frowning. Sure, what he'd been about to say hadn't been very nice, but seriously? He was being forced to apologize like a five-year-old?

      Rick took a half step back and crossed his arms, staring Bennett down. Kai shoved an elbow into Rick's ribs, and he grunted as he threw a hurt look at his mate.

      "You too."

      Kieran sucked in a breath from where he stood several feet away. "Alpha-mate, that is not necessary, nor appropriate."

      "It is," Kai simply said, waiting.

      Bennett dipped his head. "You're right, Alpha-mate." He suppressed a smirk at Kai’s blush when he used his formal title, knowing he’d catch hell for it later. He turned to Kieran. "I'm sorry for being a giant dick. Being upset at myself because I'd let my alpha down is no excuse for taking it out on you."

      Kieran's rich brown eyes were huge in his handsome face, his lips slightly parted.

      Rick cleared his throat. "I'm sorry too."

      A tinge of red entered Kieran's cheeks and his eyes dropped, but his shoulders were as square as ever. "I accept. Thank you. Please excuse me."

      They all watched as Kieran hurried away while trying to appear like he wasn't hurrying. A smile tried to tug at Bennett's lips, but one glance at Rick's stormy face dashed the urge.

      "Rick, I really am sorry."

      Grunting, Rick scrubbed at his face. "Me too. I shouldn't have gotten in your face like that. I'm so fucking on edge right now."

      Bennett stepped forward and placed a hand on Rick's shoulder. "I know, and I should have been here for you."

      "You spend more time here than at your own home. I can't ask for any more."

      "You don't have to ask, Alpha," Bennett murmured. Fuck, Rick had been his best friend for practically his whole life and his alpha for eight years. It hurt him to his core that he'd fucked up.

      "There you are, Alpha," Jamie said as he hurried down the stairs toward them. He came to an abrupt halt when he lifted his eyes from his tablet and saw Rick and Bennett's closeness. "I'm so sorry! I didn't mean to interrupt."

      Chuckling, Bennett gave Rick's shoulder a squeeze, then reached over and quickly did the same to Kai, letting him know he was proud of him for standing up to him and Rick. Kai's green eyes were damn near Disney princess big, and he had a hand pressed to his mouth.

      Bennett exchanged a look with Rick and dropped his hand.

      "What's wrong?" Bennett asked as Rick waved Jamie over, assuring him he was fine.

      Kai shook his head, but it looked like there were tears in his eyes. "Nothing. It's just… that was a really beautiful moment, you guys."

      Laughter echoing in the entrance hall, Bennett slapped a hand over his own mouth. Kai glared at him for a moment, then turned to Rick and Jamie.

      "I have our guests settled into their rooms and told them dinner would be served in an hour," Jamie was saying as his eyes went down an obvious list. "Ms. Torres called and requested you call her back at your earliest convenience but stated it wasn't overly time sensitive. There are three emails I left for you to respond to; the rest are taken care of. I placed three more applications for joining the pack on your desk with the others you haven't touched. Ms. Beth wanted to know if you wanted cake or pie served with dinner, and I told her cake since Marcus's file on the Topsmead Pack stated it was Alpha Williams's favorite. And Marcus just arrived a few moments ago and is waiting for you in the library. He stated it was important he speak with you as soon as possible as it was regarding the Council."

      Bennett stared for a moment. "Jesus, how are you supposed to remember all that?"

      Rick grunted. "He emails me the list twice a day."

      "Wait—that's only half the list from today?" Bennett had known Rick had too much on his plate before hiring his assistant, but hearing Jamie recite a list was still eye-opening. How many things had Jamie handled that didn't require Rick's input? The man deserved a medal and probably a raise.

      Jamie looked between them, then settled on Rick. "I'll be in my office until dinner, returning some emails and phone calls. Please let me know if you need anything, sir." He dipped his head toward Rick and Kai, flashed a small smile at Bennett, then disappeared, heading toward the east wing of the first floor where the offices were housed.

      Rick sighed and snagged Kai by the back of the neck, pulling him into his body for a quick nuzzle. He murmured something into Kai's ear that Bennett did his best not to hear, then he turned to B.

      "Let's go see what new hell Marcus is bringing me."

      Bennett nodded, following on Rick's heels up the stairs.
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      On his way to his room, Kieran noticed new scents in the hallway and realized the visiting Topsmead Pack members were staying near him. They weren't the only pack who'd come to the Kincaid territory over the last few months, but the others had either not stayed the night or hadn't been in the same hallway as Kieran's room.

      His wolf bristled a little at the unfamiliar scents so close to his temporary den, but he easily subdued him. Much more easily than he probably should have been able to. His wolf was getting weaker for some reason, and Kieran wasn't sure what to do. He'd shifted a few times in his room, but that hadn't seemed to help.

      He scowled. Was he really going to lie to himself? He knew his wolf needed to be out in nature and with other pack members. It was Kieran the man who was struggling with that.

      In his old pack, everyone had seen Kieran's body and had known better than to ask about… the scars.

      But how would the Kincaid Pack view him once they saw? At first, he'd convinced himself it would be fine after seeing how they'd rallied around Drake after he was injured. But Kieran wasn't Drake. The pack already saw Drake as one of them, as strong.

      Kieran was just that weak, pathetic outsider Rick had taken pity on because he was useful for making Rick’s case to the Council.

      He knew that was how everyone saw him because Bennett had made that painfully clear when he'd offered to teach Kieran how to defend himself. Like Kieran hadn't been taught that since he was a pup. Like it hadn’t taken his father plus two other Enforcers to hold him down as his father took a wolfsbane-coated knife to his—

      He stopped those thoughts before they could consume him, realizing he was already in his room and hadn't noticed when he'd arrived.

      Getting lost in the past wouldn't help him in the present. He knew that. Yet it didn't stop him from either dreaming about his father's abuse or his mother's infectious laugh. He honestly didn't know which was worse.

      Several hours later, Ms. Beth had come and gone with a tray of dinner, tsking at him and patting his cheek when she'd seen he hadn't eaten much of it. Kieran was lying in bed, curled in a ball on his side and watching some dumb show on his borrowed laptop when someone knocked at his door.

      Surprised, he lifted his head and scented the air.

      Stranger.

      He tried to ignore them, settling back down and covering his head with his comforter, but they knocked again, louder.

      Sighing, he un-burritoed himself and stood. He was already in his pajamas, but he grabbed a robe to pull on over them as an attempt at some semblance of propriety.

      Pulling open the door, he frowned at the skinny white man standing on the other side, sneering. "Can I help you?"

      The sneer grew wider. "So, it's true."

      "I'm sorry?" Kieran folded his arms over his chest and raised his chin, adopting the look of haughty disdain he'd been forced to perfect as the unwanted son of Alpha McAllister.

      "I'd heard a rumor McAllister's bastard was hiding here, cowering behind Kincaid, but I didn't believe it. And no one would talk about you at dinner." The man rolled his eyes, then placed his hands on either side of the doorjambs, leaning into Kieran's space. "But I recognized your scent from the last time I was at your father's house."

      Kieran opened his mouth to tell the man to back off and leave him alone but stopped when he heard a noise. The man's head whipped around and he leered.

      Kieran suddenly had a very bad feeling.

      "Well, well, well, if it isn't the alpha-mate's little sister," the man said, completely forgetting about Kieran as he took a step down the hall.

      Kieran darted out of his room and got between him and Samantha, who stood frozen a dozen or so feet down the hall. The scent of fear was overpowering.

      "You need to go back to your room and pray Alpha Kincaid doesn't kill you for even looking at her like that," Kieran said, keeping his voice firm and his body planted between the two of them. Without turning, he said, "Samantha, go find your brother and Rick."

      He heard her start to move, but she froze once more when the man said, "I'll see you later, Samantha."

      "No, you won't." In one move, Kieran threw off his robe, crouched into a fighting stance, and howled as he dropped his fangs and extended his claws.

      He noted the sound of Samantha running away and grinned around his sharp teeth. The other man growled, his eyes flashing and teeth descending. When he opened his mouth to say something, Kieran attacked, launching himself through the air and landing on him, bringing them both to the ground.

      They tussled on the floor, slashing and trying to bite each other for only a minute or so before thundering footsteps came toward them. Kieran didn't dare take his focus off the other man though, knowing he'd take advantage in a second to end Kieran and his interference in his plans.

      Strong hands pulled them apart, but the blood was roaring in his ears too loudly to hear what was being said. His nose told him it was his alpha and some of his Enforcers though, so he didn't fight the grip on his arms.

      Panting, he kept his eyes on the other man, ready to strike again if he got out of Vanessa and Marcus's control.

      "Kieran!" Rick was suddenly in his face, blocking his view, and Kieran growled, trying to move around him. His wolf was frantic to not lose sight of his enemy.

      "That's enough," Bennett's smooth voice said into his ear. "Stand down, wolf."

      His pulse began to slow, and he sucked in a few deep breaths, forcing himself to focus on his alpha's worried face.

      "Tell me what happened," Rick said once he saw Kieran beginning to calm down.

      "He threatened Samantha," he said through gritted teeth. A low purring was suddenly at his back, and his body relaxed all on its own, sinking back against the warmth and slight vibration. "I told him to back off, and he wouldn't. Said he'd see her later. It was very clear he meant when she was alone."

      "That's not true!" the man screamed from ten feet down the hall, suddenly fighting the hold on him, but the Enforcers easily subdued him once more. "I never threatened her in any way! Ask her! Ask her what I said!"

      More people began to appear at the end of the hall, and Kieran didn't recognize them. He realized they must have been part of the visiting pack too and began to straighten, prepared to fight them all off if that was what it took to keep Samantha safe.

      "What's the meaning of this?" an older man asked as he approached Rick, waving at the rest to stay where they were.

      "That lunatic attacked me, Dad!" the younger man said, trying to point at Kieran, but Vanessa kept his arms held tightly.

      "Unhand my son at once." The other man was obviously the visiting alpha. He stood toe-to-toe with Rick, glaring into his face.

      "Let's take this downstairs into the blue room and find out what happened," Rick said, voice even and not giving an inch.

      "Kincaid—"

      "You're a guest in my home, Alan, and your son is being accused of threatening my mate's sister." Rick leaned forward, nearly touching the smaller man's nose. "Do not test me."

      Kieran could hear the other alpha swallow as his eyes darted toward his son.

      "Fine, we'll meet you down there." He stepped back from Rick and held out his arm, waiting for his son to be released.

      Rick nodded at Marcus and Vanessa. "Escort them down, please. We'll be right behind you."

      Marcus and Vanessa nodded and ignored the other alpha's insistence that they didn't need an escort. Soon, the hall was empty except for Rick, Bennett, and Kieran.

      Rick turned to Kieran, face fierce. "Tell me exactly what he said."

      He did, repeating nearly word for word the entire exchange. Bennett's grip on his arms tightened when he repeated the man's words about Kieran being McAllister's bastard, but he didn't interrupt.

      When he finished, he said, "I know it sounds like he didn't actually threaten her, Alpha. But his scent and his leer made it very clear. And…"

      Bennett's thumbs shifted, rubbing back and forth on his biceps, and Rick leaned forward slightly.

      "I've seen Samantha afraid before," he said quickly. "She startles easily—you know this. But I've never seen her terrified, and that's what she was."

      "I could still smell it in the hallway, even over your anger and the blood," Rick said, frowning.

      "He liked it, Rick," Kieran said, staring into Rick's eyes and using his name for the first time. "Her terror filled the entire hall, and he enjoyed it. He's a fucking predator."

      Rick's eyes flashed, and both his and Bennett's scents took on a heavy layer of fury.

      "B, go find her and get her side of the story," Rick said, stepping back and scrubbing his face.

      Kieran's stomach plummeted. "Sir, I'm not lying."

      "He knows that," Bennett said, releasing Kieran and starting down the hall.

      "It can't be your word against Alan's son's. I need her to back up what you said, but I'm not making her do it in the same room as that piece of shit."

      Kieran nodded, trying not to feel the sting of his alpha's distrust. Rationally, he understood what Rick was saying, but he had a feeling if it had been Bennett or Vanessa or anyone else who'd witnessed the interaction, he'd have accepted them at their word and moved forward.

      Clearing his throat, he called after Bennett, "I told her to run and find Kai or Rick."

      Bennett looked back, his face set in a fierce expression, and nodded once, then he was gone.

      Kieran stood there for a moment, not sure what to do, then started down the hall too.

      "Where are you going?" Rick asked, falling in next to him.

      "To the blue room." Kieran strode forward, shoulders back and chin up, refusing to stop and consider if it was the best idea. "If I know Samantha, she's going to feel like she needs to come and speak for herself, even if she is afraid."

      Rick grunted. "Yeah, probably." They walked in silence for a minute, then he said, "I've never seen you dressed so casually. It’s kind of weirding me out."

      Kieran stopped short and looked down. He'd forgotten to grab his robe off the floor. He was only wearing the gray sweats and white T-shirt Ms. Beth had brought him as pajamas right after he’d asked to stay.

      He was fucking barefoot, for god's sake.

      "Oh, um, I should probably…"

      Rick chuckled. "You're fine. Let's just get this over with, then you can retreat back into your room."

      Wrinkling his nose, Kieran decided it wasn't worth delaying things to go grab his robe and slippers. Besides, now that his heart rate had declined, he was feeling… lethargic almost. Where his wolf had been clawing to come out when he'd been fighting, he could barely feel his soft growls as Kieran trudged down the stairs. Could he be getting sick? Maybe he’d caught something at Doc's clinic, but what could have possibly infected him without his healing kicking in?

      "You alright?" Rick asked, his voice sounding like it was coming from far away.

      Kieran tried to nod but ended up stumbling down the last few steps and had to catch himself on the banister.

      "Kieran." 

      A warm hand clasped the back of his neck, and he exhaled in relief. It felt like he was a sunflower and that touch was the goddamn sun, giving him life and pulling him toward it.

      "You're alright," the voice said into Kieran's ear, and he shivered at the sensation. His wolf relaxed further, trusting the person behind that voice implicitly. "Lean on me for a minute."

      His body followed the order without question, without thought. The warmth soaking into him felt amazing, a thousand times better than when he lounged out in the sun.

      Slowly, he began to become aware once more. Burying his nose into the best smell he'd ever scented, he sighed and felt his muscles completely relax as he trusted the warmth to support him.

      A soft chuckle under his cheek stirred him, then he heard, "I think he's coming around."

      He… He knew that voice.

      Kieran tried to jerk backward, but Bennett's strong arms were wrapped around his back and easily held him in place. Looking up, he saw Bennett was frowning a little.

      "Where do you think you're going?" Bennett's tone was almost accusatory, and it confused Kieran further.

      He whipped his head around, trying to figure out what was happening and where he was, and saw Rick, Kai, and Samantha standing a few feet away, all three looking like they'd seen something horrible.

      "Please let me go," he whispered, his face burning in humiliation.

      Bennett's arms tightened, then he sighed and opened them, taking a step back as well.

      Kieran suddenly felt like he was freezing and had to clamp his teeth together to stop them from chattering. He smoothed his hands down his shirt and straightened his shoulders, but he couldn't quite meet Rick's gaze.

      "I apologize for the delay, Alpha." His voice only wavered a little, and he decided to count that as a win.

      "You apologize?" Rick sounded stunned, and Kieran couldn't suppress his flinch.

      "I, uh, must have been overly tired or maybe I caught something…" He let that thought die, knowing he didn't have the flu or anything else. Shifters didn't get sick, not like that, and to suggest otherwise would be insulting to his alpha. He cleared his throat. "I'm sorry. I'm not sure what happened, but I'm ready to go into the blue room."

      He was staring at Rick's chest so he caught it when Kai took a step forward, arm reaching toward him. Kieran stumbled backward a few steps before forcing himself to stop. He chanced a glance at Kai's face, then looked down. His alpha-mate looked shocked and hurt.

      You should just leave. No one wants you here.

      Kieran shook his head to try and dispel the voice that sounded an awful lot like his father's.

      "Kieran—" Kai's voice was full of emotion, but before he could continue or Kieran could figure out what those emotions were, a door opened just out of sight.

      "Kincaid, if you take much longer, I'm going to assume you're telling your underling what to say," Alpha Williams said as he approached from a hall to Kieran's left. The sneer on his face matched his son's and shot adrenaline through Kieran’s body.

      "Watch your fucking tongue in my house, Alan," Rick growled, flashing his eyes at the other alpha.

      Alpha Williams narrowed his eyes but dipped his chin and retreated back the way he'd come.

      Kieran waited until he heard a door close, then muttered, "I'm not sure he's an ally anymore, sir."

      "Maybe not," Rick agreed, taking Kai's hand and lacing their fingers together. "But hopefully he won't become another enemy we have to worry about."

      Gut churning, Kieran looked at Samantha. Her skin was normally a pale white, but now it was almost gray and her brown eyes were wide. But she was there, prepared to face the man who'd scared her in her own home because Kieran had attacked instead of thinking things through.

      "I…" He took a deep breath as everyone looked at him, though he avoided Bennett's gaze. "I'll apologize, sir. And you can punish me to appease them."

      A knife flashed behind Kieran's eyes, but he ignored it. Rick wasn't his father; he wouldn’t purposefully leave scars or make things hurt worse.

      At least… he was pretty sure.

      "Absolutely not," Rick growled, shaking his head. "Get that fucking thought out of your head right now. It's not happening."

      "But, sir—"

      "I said no." Voice deepening, Rick's wolf eyes peered at Kieran, demanding his submission. 

      He immediately tilted his head, baring his throat, but he wished Rick would listen to him. He could handle a little punishment if it meant Rick could salvage his relationship with Alpha Williams and save Samantha the heartache of confronting Williams’s son.

      Eyes narrowing, Rick looked from Kieran to Samantha to the hallway Williams had disappeared back down. "Fuck this. I'll handle Alan. You three"—he pointed at Kieran and the King siblings—"get back upstairs. I don't want you down here if this blows up. B, text Colt, Fi, Drake, and Nico and tell them to be on standby outside the room."

      Bennett pulled out his phone and turned slightly away from them while Kieran stared in disbelief. He was being sent to his room? Seriously?

      "Sir—"

      A growl ripped through the entranceway, and everyone froze.

      Prowling forward, Rick stopped half a foot away from Kieran. Bennett slowly approached from the side, coming to stop on Kieran's left. When Kieran glanced at him, he was surprised to find Bennett was glaring at Rick.

      "Do not question me," Rick said, his voice calmer than Kieran had expected, but he still kept his eyes downcast. "I appreciate what you did for Samantha, but I will handle this."

      A tiny part of Kieran wanted to argue, to push back, just to see what Rick would do when really challenged, but a warm hand on his lower back calmed him, and he sighed.

      "My apologies, Alpha," he murmured, then turned to the Kings. Kai looked a little amused and was shaking his head at Kieran, but Samantha still looked terrified. "Let's go upstairs."

      Samantha's mouth twisted like she was about to be the one to start arguing, but Rick moved over in front of her and Kai and gripped them both by the back of the neck.

      "I promised you that you'd never have to be afraid in this pack, and I'm going to keep that promise. Go upstairs."

      As the three of them shuffled up the steps, Kieran couldn't help but look back one more time, but this time, Rick wasn't his focus.

      Bennett was staring back at him, face wiped of any visible emotion. He met Kieran's gaze and held it for a long second. Lightning passed through Kieran's body at their held stare, and he gasped at the unexpected sensation.

      One side of Bennett's mouth tipped up in the tiniest smile, then he turned and followed Rick.
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      Several days later, Kieran still couldn't shake off the feeling that something had changed between him and Bennett. It didn't help that he was suddenly seeing the man everywhere.

      Whereas before they'd maybe bump into each other once a day—maybe—he was now seeing him in the kitchen when he went down in the morning, outside playing with the King pups when Kieran was out there sunning, stopping by Doc's clinic to ask an "urgent" question while Kieran was trying to focus on sorting through the mess Doc seemed to remake every day, and then in the kitchen again in the evenings when he'd bring his tray of dinner down.

      They hadn't talked much though, so Kieran wasn't even a hundred percent sure it was on purpose. But it had to be, right? Before the incident with the Topsmead Pack, Kieran had hardly seen anyone unless he sought them out. He'd never thought anyone was avoiding him, just that they were all very busy and Kieran didn't leave his borrowed room much.

      But now he was beginning to think the rest of the manor's residents had been avoiding him, and that idea made his chest hurt and his breathing shallow. He didn't understand why they'd been avoiding him or what had changed, but Bennett wasn't the only one he was suddenly seeing more of—just the one he noticed most often.

      And at first, he'd just thought Bennett was keeping an eye on him after Kieran had lost his cool with that piece of shit from the Topsmead Pack. He'd popped into the kitchen while Kieran was preparing a bowl of oatmeal off to the side so he wasn't in Ms. Beth's way. Bennett had propped himself against the counter a few feet away and told him that the Topsmeads were gone, which Kieran had noticed the night before. He'd heard a lot of movement, then everyone left and never came back, and the next morning their scents had been stale.

      He'd appreciated the update—and felt a little guilty—but Bennett had assured him that Alpha Williams had left willingly and without a fuss, so they didn't anticipate any problems from him in the future. But it had still seemed strange.

      Now it was four days later, and Rick had just texted him and asked him to come back to the manor as soon as he could.

      Sighing, Kieran stood from Cathy's desk and stretched his aching back. Hopefully, whatever Rick needed him for could be handled relatively quickly. He was just beginning to make headway with getting the patient charts sorted and wanted to get that done before the week was over, which only left one more day.

      Then next week, he could just come in as Doc needed to keep things updated and organized for him and the other workers.

      It was too bad the position was probably only temporary because he was actually really enjoying it. Doc was almost always in a boisterously good mood, and the MAs and nurse were just grateful to have someone to hand off paperwork to. Olive could be a little annoying with the personal calls and texting, but Kieran had spoken with her about being the face of the clinic, and she seemed to have cut back.

      He wandered up front and asked Olive which room Doc was in.

      "Um, I think he's actually upstairs," she said, her eyes wide like she had to silently communicate with him what that meant.

      Suppressing the urge to roll his eyes, he smiled tightly and thanked her, then hurried up the stairs that led to the surgical area and other things the human clients didn't need to know about.

      There was a back staircase that connected to a side door for furry or feathery clients to come in through, and sure enough Kieran found Doc working on a young male shifter in his animal form of a barn owl. One of his wings was being sewn up as his mom looked on worriedly.

      "You're sure he'll be able to fly again, Doc?" she whispered, like her son wouldn't be able to hear, but his screech let everyone know he’d caught her words just fine.

      It was a good thing the upstairs was soundproofed so well.

      "Yes, Patricia. He's young, so his healing is a little slower to kick in, but by the end of the day, the wound will be completely gone." Doc's voice was as patient as ever. "Kieran, did you need something?"

      "No, sir. I just wanted to let you know that I need to run back to the manor for a little while. Alpha Kincaid just texted me."

      Patricia was suddenly staring at him, her eyes narrowed like she wasn't quite sure who he was. He wasn't about to fill her in on being the traitorous son of Alpha McAllister.

      "That's no problem. Give me a shout if you can't make it back for some reason," Doc said, then finished his stitches and began to lightly wrap the wing in gauze. "Oh, did you get a chance to look at Tami's requests for days off and fix the schedule?"

      "Yes, sir. I got it straightened out."

      "Good man," Doc said, finishing and turning to give Kieran a wide smile. "Don't know what I'd do without you."

      Kieran flushed with pride. "I'm sure you'd manage." He cleared his throat and noticed Patricia's face was dawning with comprehension. Time to scoot before she made a scene. "I'll see you in a bit."

      "Sure thing."

      He didn't quite have the door at the top of the stairs closed when he heard Patricia’s high-pitched voice ask Doc if Kieran was "that damn McAllister boy Kincaid is protecting for some reason?”

      He closed it firmly before he could hear Doc's response. Gut churning a little, he hustled back downstairs, let Olive know he was heading out for a bit and Doc was just about done upstairs, and then grabbed his things. As he got in his borrowed SUV, he sent Rick an update.

      Kieran: On my way now, sir.

      The drive back didn't give him much time to dwell on what Rick could want to talk to him about or about Patricia’s words. He just hoped she didn't make too much of a fuss and Doc ended up telling him not to bother coming back.

      He'd known showing his face around town, especially in a pack-owned business, would potentially end like this. It was why he'd avoided leaving the manor for so long, but he was a member of the Kincaid Pack, and he'd begun to really feel like a useless leech just sitting in his room all day.

      He parked off to the side of the large rounded driveway so he wasn't in the way, but not all the way over in the garage either since he'd be headed back out shortly. When he stepped inside, he smiled at the young beta on door duty.

      "Good afternoon, Ericka," he said, his smile widening at her grin.

      "Hey, Kieran! Boss man's upstairs in the library. Go on up."

      He pretended to frown at her. "I know Vanessa calls him that, but I think she's probably earned it."

      Ericka shrugged. "It kinda fits though."

      He held in his laugh. It did. The more he got to know Rick, the more he realized Rick acted—for the most part—more like the head of a large company than an asshole dictator like most alphas Kieran had known in his life.

      He climbed the stairs, absently thinking about what he still needed to do at the clinic before the day was over, and nearly ran into Kai, Callie, and Henry.

      "Oh! I'm sorry." He jerked to a stop and smiled. "How are you today, Alpha-mate?"

      "I'd be better if you would remember to call me Kai." Kai's frown was probably meant to be fierce, but there wasn't a fierce bone in his slight body.

      Chuckling, Kieran reached down and tickled under Callie and Henry's chins. They both giggled, then tried to hide, Callie behind his legs and Henry burying his face into Kai’s shoulder. Henry had gotten so big since Kieran had first met him. Already a year old and walking and talking a little. "My apologies. It's a habit that's hard to break, that's for sure."

      When only silence met his statement, he glanced back up and met Kai's shocked eyes.

      "What's wrong?"

      Kai shook his head and smiled. "Nothing. It's just… I don't think I've ever seen you so… carefree." He glanced down at his siblings as Kieran tried to decide how to take that. "And you don't usually touch other people."

      Worried suddenly, he held up his hands by his shoulders. "Was that not okay? I'm sorry if I made you—"

      "No, no, it's fine. I was just surprised." Kai shook his head. "Go on. I know Rick's waiting for you."

      Still unsure if he'd overstepped, he bowed his head and moved over so Kai and the pups could continue past him. Callie was a little slow on the steps, but Kai was patient and had a hand hovering over her just in case.

      His mood decidedly soured, he hurried the rest of the way to the library where Rick conducted most of his business. Since his assistant had started working for him, they'd actually turned it more into an office by adding a desk and filing cabinets that locked, but it still held all the books and comfy furniture that made it such an appealing room too.

      Knocking on the closed door, he was surprised—and not surprised—to scent Bennett in the room as well.

      "Come on in," Rick called immediately.

      When he stepped inside, he noted the scent of anger was still lingering in the room, and his wolf became more alert. Whatever had upset his alpha, Kieran was prepared to help however he could.

      Rick and Bennett were seated on the large comfortable furniture instead of at Rick's desk. Kieran made his way over and sat on one end of a couch when Rick gestured to it. Bennett was at the other end, looking relaxed, but his scent was anything but.

      Rick was in an armchair perpendicular to Kieran, and he leaned forward as soon as Kieran was seated, resting his forearms on his thighs. "Thanks for coming back so quickly."

      "Of course." Kieran nodded and glanced between them. He was about to ask what was wrong when he realized why the air was so heavy. Sighing, he slouched back into the couch. "It's the Council, isn't it, sir?"

      Rick gave him a tight smile but nodded. "Unfortunately. They've requested your attendance once more."

      "When do I need to leave?" His mind was already spinning, wondering how long he'd be gone and how much time he'd have to get things situated for Doc.

      "You and Bennett will fly out Monday."

      Kieran's head jerked up, his attention thoroughly grabbed. "Sir, I don't need an escort. I'm sure Enforcer Young has much better things to do than—"

      "That wasn't a request, Kieran." Rick's voice had hardened slightly, and Kieran swallowed. God, why did he keep doing that? "I'm getting tired of the Council jerking you—and by extension me—around. Bennett's going as my official representative and will let the Council know if they don't make a decision soon, we'll be forced to take matters into our own hands."

      The words fell heavily on Kieran. "You'd defy the Council?"

      Rick's eyes flashed. "Your father and sister hurt my mate and betrayed my trust. There is very little I wouldn't do in retribution."
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      After Kieran left, Bennett locked gazes with Rick. “You didn’t ask him if he’d talked to Doc about what happened the other day.”

      “I did not,” Rick said, leaning back and crossing his arms. “I figure that’ll give you two something to talk about in the hotel Monday night.”

      Rolling his eyes, Bennett started to stand, but Rick shook his head, so he resettled.

      “Before you leave Monday, I need you to check in with the festival committee.”

      Bennett groaned. “Seriously? Why? I thought Marcus was handling all official pack celebrations and shit?”

      Smirking, Rick said, “Apparently, he had a slight disagreement with Jamie about some minor details.”

      Squinting, Bennett tried to decipher what he meant. “How slight?”

      “I don’t think they’re currently speaking to each other,” Rick said, then coughed and scratched at his short beard, trying to cover his amusement. “My understanding is Jamie wanted to update some traditional events held during the Harvest Festival, and Marcus… didn’t agree.”

      “So now I’m back to babysitting the committee,” Bennett said, sighing. “You could at least look less fucking amused.”

      Shrugging, Rick stood. “No one knows shifter law better than Marcus, but Jamie only gives a shit about our pack laws. What can I say? I find it entertaining.”

      He could imagine. They were both a bit… uptight when it came to what they believed to be right and proper. Marcus had begun to ease up lately with everything that was going on with the Council, but he still firmly believed shifter law should be upheld and followed at all times. Luckily, shifter laws weren’t as plentiful or complex as most pack laws. Over the last few decades, the Council had added amendments or new laws when they deemed it necessary. Mostly, though, the Council worked on precedents if there wasn’t a specific law to back up a claim.

      It was all very boring to Bennett, but Marcus loved it.

      “Do you think those two have some unresolved sexual tension or some shit?” Bennett asked as he stood as well and ambled toward the door.

      Rick chuckled behind him. “God, no. They’re way too similar. No, Jamie gets flustered around a certain one-armed Enforcer, and that’s about it.”

      Bennett thought about Jamie’s odd reaction to Drake the other day and nodded. “You’re probably right.”

      “B.”

      He paused, his hand on the doorknob, and turned back to Rick, who was leaning against his desk, arms crossed once more and face stern.

      “I didn’t tell Kieran, but the phone call I got said the Council would be calling all witnesses to testify next week.”

      “‘All’? What other witnesses are there?”

      “That’s what I’m worried about.”

      They shared a look, neither one voicing the obvious choice: Jerico McAllister. It’d be just like the fucking Council to lay out the claim against McAllister and ask him if he did it. The question would then become: Who did they believe? Kieran or his father?

      “Fucking hell.”
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      Armed with the list of committee members and emails he’d retrieved from Jamie, Bennett snagged the laptop he used when he couldn’t get out of doing actual office-type work from Nico’s office and headed for the kitchen. If he had to wrangle committee members, he was doing it as he ate cookies.

      Pushing the swinging door open, he nearly turned around and walked back out when he spotted Kai and Jess Macey. They were the ones causing the delicious smells, not Beth.

      “B! Come taste this and tell me if you think it’s better than the last ones we made,” Kai said, ruining his plan to retreat.

      Jess laughed and stuck a spoon into the bowl of cookie dough. “He’s not our guinea pig. I’m sure he has more important things to do.”

      “I most certainly do,” Bennett said, but he approached the kitchen island and eyed the couple dozen chocolate chip cookies sitting on the cooling racks. “No poison?”

      “Ha ha.” Kai spotted the computer and raised a brow. “Wait, did you actually get roped into helping with the festival preparations?”

      “Absolutely not.” Bennett snagged three cookies and beelined for the cozy booth on the other end of the kitchen. “I’m going to check in on the committee; I’m not joining it.”

      “You should!” Jess said, mouth full of raw cookie dough. She hurried to swallow. “We need more people since we’re incorporating a lot of our events into the town’s, so we could use the extra help with logistics.”

      Bennett shook his head and opened his laptop, frowning when it wouldn’t boot up. When was the last time he’d charged this thing?

      “Oh, I bet we could get Kieran to help,” Kai said, and Bennett’s head snapped up. Kai smirked at him but turned back to Jess. “Doc told Rick that he’s been super helpful at the clinic—though he still thinks it’s temporary. He asked Rick what he should do with Kieran’s paychecks since he’s also in denial about it being more than volunteering, and Rick told Doc he’d set up an account for Kieran at the bank so they can just be direct deposited.”

      The pair giggled as they continued to prepare pans of cookies.

      "I had a vision of him the other day," Jess said after a moment of them working in silence.

      Kai and Bennett both froze, then B ducked his head like he was staring at something on his screen.

      "A bad one?" Kai's voice was little more than a whisper, tension suddenly filling the room.

      He saw Jess raise one shoulder in a half shrug out of the corner of his eye. "Maybe? I'm not sure. Even with Tash helping me try and decipher them, my visions are still… erratic. She says it'll get better with time, practice, and meditation, but right now, they’re still so scattered most of the time."

      Bennett held his breath, hoping Kai would press for more or Jess would offer it. The last time he’d heard Jess talking about having a vision it had been about Rick, but it ended up actually being about Rick's mate getting attacked.

      He had a feeling Kai was looking at him when he asked, "Were there any details you could decipher?"

      "It was really dark, so I think it was nighttime," she murmured, then he heard the clank of her tossing her spoon into the sink. "Kieran was there and he was afraid, but someone else was there too. I couldn't really see their face though, and I didn't recognize them." She paused, and Bennett chanced a glance up. Her eyes were screwed shut, face lined with concentration. "But they were grabbing Kieran and pulling him away, into the darkness."

      She shook her head and stumbled a little, seemingly drained just from remembering what she’d seen. Kai reached out and steadied her, his face ashen. He glanced at Bennett. "We have to tell Rick."

      Bennett nodded and stood. "Yeah. Get Jess some water, then meet us upstairs when she's feeling better."

      Kai nodded as Jess shot him a scowl. "I'm standing right here."

      He gave her a half smile as he closed his dead computer and tucked it under his arm. "You are, sorry. I wasn't sure if you were still stuck in the vision or not."

      After they both agreed to come up when she was ready, Bennett pushed out of the kitchen and caught a glimpse of a retreating back turning a corner ahead of him. But the scent of fear was still fresh right outside the kitchen door.

      Kieran.

      Bennett wasn't sure why he was still in the manor and not back at the clinic, but he rushed after him, wanting to see if he was okay. He'd obviously heard Jess, and that would freak anyone out.

      He followed his nose to the back stairs and found Kieran sitting on them, arms wrapped around his legs, forehead pressed to his knees. He looked so small and helpless that Bennett's heart lurched.

      "Hey," he murmured, pausing a few feet away so Kieran wouldn't feel crowded. "You heard that, I guess."

      "You mean about how some mystery man drags me into darkness? Nope, didn't hear any of it." Kieran's voice was unsteady and muffled, but Bennett smiled anyway.

      "Oh, well then, I guess I'll leave you be."

      "Thanks, that'd be swell."

      Bennett chuckled and eased closer, perching on the step next to Kieran. The stairs weren't too narrow, but they were still only a couple inches apart.

      "So all it takes to shake that proper upbringing out of your mouth is a healthy dose of fear?"

      Kieran flinched and turned his head away, but Bennett still caught the scent of tears. "Sorry."

      Raising his hand, he hesitated, then placed it lightly on Kieran's upper back. "You don't have to be sorry. Snarky Kieran is funny."

      He felt Kieran shudder, but he didn't pull away from Bennett's touch. He didn't respond though.

      "Jess's visions aren't known for being very reliable, Kieran," Bennett said, concentrating on keeping his heart rate steady so Kieran would hear the truth. "Her vision a few months ago about Rick turned out not to really be about him at all."

      "Who was it about?" Kieran whispered.

      "Kai getting attacked by his parents," Bennett said after a moment's hesitation.

      Kieran's head whipped around, eyes wide. "So her vision about me could be about someone I care about instead? How is that better, Bennett?"

      He couldn't answer for a moment. Kieran's eyes were bright with tears, his cheeks and lips flushed, and all Bennett could think about was his dream the other day during his nap. He'd pushed aside the remnants of it after waking, but Kieran's beautiful face suddenly brought it flooding back.

      He'd called Kieran his mate in that dream.

      He hurried to his feet and stumbled a few feet away, hoping his scent hadn't changed. Clearing his throat, he fumbled with his laptop and avoided Kieran's gaze. "All I'm saying is, without more information, we can't know what her vision really means."

      Kieran sat silently on the stairs for several moments, then he stood and approached B, stopping half a foot away. Bennett held his breath so he wouldn't get caught in Kieran's scent.

      "You'll be with me the whole time in Montana?" Kieran asked, voice soft and edged with… something new Bennett couldn't quite place.

      Montana was where the Council met. With humans few and far between, no one noticed if large numbers of shifters met in a town that didn't exist on any maps. And powerful witches kept it from being discovered.

      "Yes," Bennett murmured, meeting Kieran's gaze finally. "No one will get to you there."

      Kieran hummed, ran his eyes over Bennett's face and down to his chest, then turned and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Kieran couldn’t decide if it was a good thing that he’d decided to stay at the manor for lunch or not. When he’d reached his vehicle and realized it was almost one in the afternoon, he’d decided to go back and grab a quick sandwich from the kitchen.

      What Kieran hadn’t expected was to hear a pack seer talking about some vision she’d had of him disappearing into the dark.

      What the hell?

      Kieran parked in the tiny lot behind the clinic and shut off the SUV but didn’t immediately get out. He stared at the back door and felt the hopelessness he’d been keeping at bay since he’d started helping out there begin to rise up again.

      He knew what that darkness was… who it was…

      He’d ignored over a hundred phone calls and two hundred text messages in the last three months from his father and sister. After the first dozen, he hadn’t even listened to the voicemails anymore. It was always the same awful things. What a disappointment he was… How he was a traitor to their family and pack… That his mother would have been ashamed of him…

      That last one had hurt the most even though he knew it was bullshit. His mother had hated the kind of man his father had turned into but had been powerless to take Kieran and leave the McAllisters behind.

      The calls and texts had actually dried up in the last month, but then he’d gotten one the other night from his dad. He hadn’t listened to it, but between Rick’s news about the Council and Jessica’s vision?

      His hand shook as he pulled out his cellphone and pulled up the voicemails. Taking a deep breath, he selected the most recent and lifted the phone to his ear.

      “You won’t be able to hide from me any longer, boy. I’ll see you in Montana next week.”

      Tossing his phone into the passenger seat, he buried his face in his hands and took deep, shuddery breaths. Fuck, fuck, fuck. This couldn’t be happening!

      His father and Jessica’s voices swirled and repeated over and over in his head.

      He knew his family was the darkness. But could the Council force him to go back?

      Or would he be dragged back against his will?
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      Friday afternoon, Kieran packed up what little belongings he’d managed to accumulate on Cathy’s desk at the end of the day. He’d done what he could to get Doc through until Cathy came back in case Kieran didn’t come back from Montana.

      “What are you doing?” Doc’s rumbly voice came from behind him, and Kieran jerked around in surprise.

      Hand over his beating heart, he said, “I’m sorry?”

      Doc nodded at the small box Kieran had found to put his things in. It was only half full, but it was obvious it was everything Kieran had brought or left at the clinic. “Why are you taking all your stuff? You said the trip to Montana should only take a couple days.”

      Kieran cleared his throat and fiddled with a large stone painted yellow with pink polka dots. Samantha had given it to him a few days ago, telling him that Callie had made it at preschool and wanted Kieran to have it. He wasn’t sure he really believed her—he’d had very limited interactions with the vivacious child—but he’d been beyond touched at the sentiment.

      “Just in case,” he finally said, his voice soft and his eyes on the rock. “I’d hate to leave a mess for Cathy.”

      “In case of what?” Doc’s voice was practically a growl, his large hand suddenly on Kieran’s shoulder, turning him toward the bear shifter. “Do you not plan on coming back?”

      “I might not have a choice.”

      Doc scoffed. “I told you before, you’re welcome here anytime, kid.”

      “No, I…” He took a deep breath and met Doc’s concerned brown eyes. “I might not have a choice in coming back to the pack.”

      “What?” Doc reared back. “What exactly did Rick say?”

      Kieran shook his head, frustrated. “No, he didn’t say anything. But my father will be there and—”

      Doc growled. “Fuck that guy.”

      Kieran’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. Doc never used language like that. At least not in the clinic or in front of Kieran.

      He chuckled at Kieran’s shock. “Sorry, but seriously. Who cares what he wants? If you want to stay here, and Rick’s approved it, then why even consider going back?”

      Kieran shrugged. “The Council might make me.”

      Frowning, Doc shook his head. “I don’t think they can do that, but I don’t know shifter law that well.”

      But there were people in the pack that did. There had to be.

      Glancing in the box, Kieran snagged the rock and left everything else. If he didn’t come back, Cathy could dispose of the other things easily enough.

      “I don’t know either, Doc. But I’m going to find out.”

      Doc grinned, his wide face lighting up with his normal good humor. “That’s the spirit. I’ll see you next week, Kieran.”

      Nodding, he headed for the back door, pressing the stone in his pocket into his thigh as he walked.

      He really hoped Doc was right.
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        * * *

      

      As he pulled his SUV into his regular parking spot, he wondered if Jamie would still be in the manor. He glanced around but wasn’t sure what kind of car he drove or if he drove at all. For all he knew, Jamie flew to work every day. He knew some of the Enforcers kept stashes of clothes at the manor for just that reason.

      His wolf whimpered at the idea of regularly shifting to stretch his legs. Rubbing his chest, he hurried toward the front door of the large mansion, trying to ignore the pain radiating out into his limbs.

      Slipping through the door, he smiled tightly at the beta just inside. He didn’t know this one’s name, but he was there almost as often as Ericka. Just not as friendly.

      “Good afternoon,” he said, then continued when the red-haired beta just stared at him with eyebrows raised. “Can you tell me if Jamie has returned home for the evening?”

      Sighing, the beta pulled out his phone, ignoring the tablet sitting on a hostess-style stand right behind him. He typed in a message, then raised his eyes. “What’s it about?”

      He furrowed his brows and lifted his chin a tiny bit. “It’s personal. If he isn’t available, I can find another time to speak with him myself.”

      Rolling his eyes, the red-haired beta went back to his phone without saying anything. Kieran was about to walk away when he heard someone hurrying down the stairs.

      “Todd, please use the tablet when you need the schedules of Alpha Kincaid, any of the Enforcers, or mine,” Jamie said, his voice strained but a fake smile plastered on his face. When Todd didn’t bother looking up from his phone, Jamie’s jaw tightened, but he turned to Kieran and gave him a small, real smile. “Come on back to my office, Kieran.”

      “Thank you,” he murmured, following Jamie without saying another word to Todd. Once they were safely enclosed in Jamie’s office, he turned to the slender man. “Is he usually so hostile?”

      Jamie scowled and sat in one of the chairs off to one side, avoiding the messy desk. He gestured at the other chair as he said, “It’s gotten worse in the last few months as I’ve tried to implement changes to streamline certain processes. Most of the betas and all of the Enforcers are eager to learn new and faster ways to do things that will help the pack, but there are a couple betas…” He shook his head. “Sorry, you didn’t come to talk to me about that… I’m assuming?”

      Kieran smiled. “No, but I don’t mind if you need to vent.”

      He waved a hand. “I vent at Rick plenty. Er, I mean, Alpha Kincaid.” He slapped a hand over his face. “They are all corrupting me.”

      Kieran chuckled. “Your old pack was a lot stricter with protocols too, huh?”

      “Oh my god, so much stricter.” Jamie let his hand fall back into his lap. “But only about certain things. It was a pack of bird shifters, so we could be lax about other stuff, but growing up you showed your respect to the pack leader and elders or you got walloped.”

      Trying to suppress his flinch, Kieran grimaced. “Mine was similar. It’s a hard habit to break when it’s been beaten into you.”

      Jamie’s face slackened in shock, and Kieran realized he’d made a mistake. “Oh, Kieran, no. I didn’t mean it like that. No one ever beat—”

      “It’s fine,” Kieran said, clearing his throat and sitting up straighter. “I didn’t mean to imply anything derogatory about your former pack.”

      Jamie’s mouth twisted to the side, but he just nodded. “It’s okay. I know you didn’t.”

      They sat in a moment of awkward silence before Kieran said, “I know it’s the end of the day, and I hope I’m not keeping you late.”

      “Oh no,” Jamie rushed to assure him. “I stay until at least dinner every night. Beth cooks much better than I ever could.”

      Kieran nodded. While he hadn’t been able to stomach much lately, he remembered how much he’d enjoyed her meals when he’d first arrived. “Well, I wanted to ask you a question then. In confidence.”

      “Of course.” Jamie nodded and sat forward, then held up a hand. “Hold on, let me listen real quick.”

      Kieran couldn’t hear anyone else in the other offices, but he let Jamie verify.

      “Okay, go ahead.” Jamie smiled at him.

      “Could you tell me… Does the Council have the authority to force me to return to my father’s pack?”

      Jamie’s eyes widened. “Is that something you’re worried about?”

      Kieran shrugged and glanced away from his sympathetic eyes. “Based on a voicemail I received and the vision Jessica had of me… I’d like to be sure before I comply with the summons.”

      Jamie frowned and rubbed at his forehead. “I can tell you that according to Kincaid Pack law, once the alpha has formally accepted a member into the pack, another pack cannot lay claim to the member—be they shifter, seer, witch, or human.”

      A tightness in his stomach he hadn’t even noticed unclenched at those words. “That’s… Thank you. That’s good to hear.”

      Jamie grimaced. “Unfortunately, that’s only our pack’s law.”

      A vice began to constrict his lungs. “What does that mean?”

      Jamie reached over and grabbed one of his hands. “Hey, take some deep breaths. It’s going to be okay.”

      He tried, he really did, but he couldn’t seem to get any oxygen into his lungs. As panic descended, he tried to jerk away, to stand and run and hide. He couldn’t let anyone see him this way. His heart was thundering in his ears—

      Wait. No.

      Strong hands and a calming scent enveloped him, voices rising and falling around him, questions flying around the small room. He buried his face into the warm hollow at the base of a vibrating throat, sucking the delicious scent deep into his chest, using it to calm his racing heart.

      Vibrating? He tried to move when he realized he was nuzzling Bennett and he was… purring?

      “You’re alright, sweetheart. Just concentrate on breathing for a few more minutes,” Bennett said, his voice rumbling right into Kieran’s ear.

      “You keep doing this,” he whispered, gripping the soft cotton T-shirt Bennett wore.

      “What?”

      “Taking care of me…”

      The muscles in Bennett’s back went rigid for a moment, and he tried to step back. Kieran wasn’t proud of the sound he made, but it stopped Bennett’s retreat. One large hand slowly went up Kieran’s back until it was cupping his neck.

      “I thought you didn’t want that? Yelled at me on more than one occasion about it in fact.” Bennett’s voice sounded level, but his scent had soured just a little, letting Kieran know how unhappy he was about it.

      He gave a wet laugh and rubbed his lips ever so lightly back and forth on Bennett’s throat, failing to suppress a groan when Bennett’s grip on his neck tightened. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? I don’t know what I want.”

      Bennett’s body relaxed and the tips of his fingers dug into Kieran’s skin for a moment, seeming almost reflexive. Kieran bit back a moan at the slight sting and took another shuddery breath.

      A few minutes of comfort couldn’t hurt… right?
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      An hour later, Bennett could still feel the press of Kieran’s lips on his throat.

      Rick snapped his fingers in front of his face. “You with us, B?”

      Crossing his arms, he suppressed the urge to roll his eyes. “Yes, I’m with you.”

      Tashmica smiled, her signature red lips curling and revealing a dimple in her left cheek. Another coven member, Damien, was sitting next to her on the couch and doing a much better job at hiding his grin by tucking his chin into his chest. The rest of the Enforcers openly smirked at him.

      “If you need to go check—”

      “Finish that sentence, V. I dare you.” Bennett flashed his eyes at her.

      She mimed zipping her mouth shut, then smiled brightly at him.

      “Alright, alright,” Rick interrupted. “Let’s finish this so we can get downstairs on time for dinner. I don’t want to deal with the stink eye from my mate or Beth’s disappointed face.”

      V grimaced. “She’s so good at that.”

      Rick gestured at Tashmica. “Go ahead, Tash, and pick up where we left off.”

      Left off when he and Rick had raced out of the room an hour ago. The others hadn’t heard or felt anything, and Bennett couldn’t explain why he had, but as soon as Kieran’s heart rate had skyrocketed, they’d hurried down to the offices on the main floor.

      “The warding Damien and I put in place spanning the Lower Peninsula is holding up really well. It helps that Damien has a water affinity and I’m an earth, so we can use the land and the lakes to strengthen the spells in the wards,” Tashmica said, smiling proudly at the young man next to her. “But there is one matter I wanted to bring to you and the Enforcers.”

      Some of them exchanged worried glances.

      “It’s not bad,” she said with a light laugh. “But when Agnes and the others left—”

      Rick growled at the traitor’s name, and Bennett couldn’t blame him. They’d never fully trusted Agnes—not like they did Tash—but none of them had foreseen her betrayal of the pack. When she and the others helping her had fled before they could be interrogated, they’d lost their only lead to finding out who Agnes had been working for and why they’d targeted Drake and helped Kai’s parents attack him.

      Tash spoke over the growls and general grumblings from the group. “When they left, they also left us shorthanded. The coven is still stronger than most others because of our link to such a strong pack, but with such a formidable enemy somewhere out there, I think we should recruit some new coven members.”

      The only clue they had about the person behind Agnes’s betrayal and Drake’s attack was the sigil that had appeared on Calvin and Mildred King’s bodies when they were murdered as a result of a silencing spell. Tashmica hadn’t been able to find a lot of information on the blood oath that would have used the sigil and resulted in the Kings’ deaths when they tried to tell Rick about the mysterious enemy.

      But to bring in unknown witches?

      “I don’t know, Tash…” Rick seemed about as thrilled with the idea as Bennett was.

      “I know,” Tash said, reaching over and lightly laying a hand on Rick’s. “I know how scared we all are at this unknown threat and the possibility of letting in another person who is working for them. But we don’t have to publicly announce anything. Most of the current coven members know other witches outside the pack and could quietly reach out to them.”

      “That still doesn’t guarantee none of you would unintentionally invite another mole into our midst,” V pointed out, and the others nodded.

      Tashmica sighed and shared a look with Damien before squeezing Rick’s wrist and releasing him. She stretched her hands out to the others in a beseeching manner. “I understand your concerns. I truly do. And I can’t give you a one hundred percent guarantee, no. But”—she held up a finger when Vanessa and Nico both tried to interrupt—“there are things we can do to limit the chances of an enemy slipping in. Hell, we’re already doing a lot of them to make sure those shifters you’re still allowing in are good-intentioned.”

      She shot a look at Rick, and he leveled one back at her and said, “I’m not closing our borders to those in need because we’re afraid of someone maybe slipping past your spells.”

      “Then why can’t—”

      “But I think it’s fair to say that this unknown enemy is more likely to use a witch against us again, don’t you?”

      Tashmica pressed her lips together and dropped her hands into her lap. “Maybe.”

      Bennett didn’t like the defeated look on her face, but he was also worried about the idea of unknowingly letting in an enemy strong enough to do real and permanent damage to the shifters in the pack. He allowed his gaze to slip toward where Drake sat a few seats away. His expression was cloudy as his hand rubbed absently at one of the scars on his face.

      Before anyone else could say anything, Drake dropped his hand and sat forward. “Sir, I think you should consider her request.”

      Rick’s eyebrow twitched, but he didn’t correct Drake’s use of the honorific. “You think strengthening the pack coven is worth the risk?”

      Drake nodded. “I do. Because witches weren’t the only ones who betrayed us, sir, with all due respect. The Kings were the ones who planted the bomb at my house, not Agnes. Even if they didn’t know exactly who or what they were working for, they still got close enough to this enemy to get marked by them.” His eyes darted to Tashmica. “Right? That blood oath thing couldn’t have been done from a distance, right?”

      She shook her head. “No. If the witch was strong enough, they maybe could have done it without consent, but the Kings would have had to be in their presence and weakened to have had the oath forced on them.” She gave Drake a sad smile, then turned to Rick. “While I’m sure Agnes was probably the one to introduce the Kings to this person, Drake’s right. Shifters can be moles too.”

      “Well, isn’t that a grim fucking reality check,” Bennett muttered.

      Rick grunted and met Bennett’s gaze. He saw the answer in Rick’s face before he even voiced it, and he prayed to any god or goddess listening that it wasn’t a huge-ass mistake.

      “Do it, Tash. We need to be as strong as we possibly can.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re alright, sweetheart.”

      Kieran shuddered as hot water fell over his body, caressing him almost as gently as Bennett had held him.

      “Sweetheart.”

      “Dammit.” He snapped the shower off, annoyed at himself for not being able to get Bennett’s words, scent, or touch out of his mind. When he’d become aware of his surroundings again, he’d realized Rick and Jamie were standing in Jamie’s office too, both trying not to stare at him and Bennett. “So stupid.”

      He didn’t understand why he kept showing such weakness in front of others, especially Bennett. Roughly drying himself off, he rehung his towel, ran his hands through the longer hair on top of his head, and stared at himself in the mirror.

      He needed a haircut. He liked to keep the sides and back really short, but after three months, he was beginning to look sort of like he had a fauxhawk or something.

      “Kieran?”

      He jerked his head around, reaching for his towel once more. “Alpha-mate?”

      He wrapped it around his waist and hurried out of the bathroom, through his room, and threw open his door, worried something had happened to Kai or Samantha. Even as the door was opening, he realized his mistake as he caught her scent along with her brother’s and Jessica’s.

      All three stared at his bare torso as he stood frozen in front of them.

      “Oh, Kieran,” Samantha whispered, her eyes welling with tears.

      He could feel the heat in his cheeks, but he lifted his chin and crossed his arms. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      Brows furrowed, Kai dragged his green gaze up to Kieran’s. The acidic scent of anger filled the air. “Can we come in?”

      “Um, yes, of course, Alpha-mate.” He stepped back to let them in and hurried back to the bathroom. He swapped out his towel for a robe, then stepped back into the bedroom. The three of them stood around the space awkwardly. Tightening his belt, he said, “Would you like to sit?”

      “Actually,” Kai said, turning to Kieran with a large smile, “we were hoping you’d be willing to come to town with us.”

      Crossing his arms, he frowned. “Is everything okay?”

      Samantha stared at him like he’d punched her in the stomach. “Everything’s fine. We just thought you’d like to go get ice cream with us.”

      “Oh, I, uh…” He ran a hand over his wet hair and looked around his room like it’d offer an excuse for him. “That’s very kind of you, but—”

      “What do you do in here all day and night?” Jessica asked, looking around the sparsely decorated room with what appeared to be genuine interest. “I guess I always pictured you working on puzzles or crosswords or something.”

      He cleared his throat and gripped the back of his neck. “Um, Nico lent me a laptop.” He nodded at the computer on his bedside table. “He also gave me the login information for the manor’s streaming services, so I watch a lot of movies and TV shows.”

      Jessica nodded, strolling around the room and running her fingers over things. He wasn’t sure why, but it made him a little uncomfortable. Like she was reading more into the room than most people could. More into him.

      “Will you please come with us?” Samantha was suddenly much closer to him, her soft brown eyes huge as she pouted at him.

      He felt himself caving immediately. “Well…”

      “Jess and I have something to ask you too,” Kai said, his smile bright. Until Jessica elbowed him in the ribs.

      “Careful! You’ll scare him off before we get our hooks firmly in him.”

      He glanced back down at Samantha. “Should I be afraid?”

      Giving him a half smile, she shook her head. “No, but if they get aggressive, I’ll protect you.”

      Sighing, he ran a hand down the front of his robe. “Give me just a moment, and I’ll be ready.”

      “Great!” Kai exclaimed. He linked an arm with Jessica and tugged her toward the door. “We’ll be in the hall!”

      Rolling her eyes at her brother, Samantha followed them out.

      Once alone, Kieran took a deep, shaky breath. What had he just agreed to?
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t think there were people who really ate lemon ice cream,” Jessica said, eyes glued to Kieran’s soft serve.

      He shrugged but didn’t defend his choice. He might have grown up as the son of an alpha, but his mother hadn’t been able to afford the luxuries a position like that would have normally granted him since he was a bastard. They’d gone out for ice cream maybe once or twice a summer growing up, and a small soft serve cone was sometimes all they could afford.

      “How’s school?” he asked Samantha, voice low. The ice cream shop was crowded this late in the summer on a Friday evening. The four of them were crammed around a tiny table in the patio area out front, but there wasn’t a lot of privacy. “Have you made any friends yet?”

      He knew she’d been worried about that. She’d gotten close to her tutor, but he wasn’t in her grade. Despite her brother and Rick forcing her to participate in a few summer programs, she hadn’t clicked with anyone she’d met in them.

      Raising one shoulder, she stabbed her plastic spoon into her soft serve twist in a cup with Nerd candies sprinkled over it and a cherry on top. The teenage boy serving them had winked and made it for her before she could even order. Kai had chuckled in response, so Kieran had decided he didn’t need to worry.

      “There’s this one girl in my bio class who’s okay. We’re lab partners.”

      “Is she… someone you could invite to the house?” Kai asked carefully. Translation: part of the pack.

      Samantha shook her head.

      Kieran reached over and gently touched her forearm, smiling when she didn’t even flinch at the unexpected touch. “You’ll make more friends. I know it’s tough being the new kid.”

      He felt Kai’s and Jessica’s eyes on him, but he kept his focus on Samantha.

      “Yeah, maybe,” she muttered.

      “And if you don’t have a best friend, that’s okay,” he added, giving her arm a squeeze and pulling back. “High school only matters during high school. Afterward… fuck ‘em.”

      Kai sputtered next to him, and Kieran shared a grin with Samantha.

      “Did he just swear?” Kai asked Jessica, who was also gaping at him. “Okay, what happened to the guy who’s been sneaking around the manor all summer, barely saying ‘boo’?”

      He glanced at Kai, measuring his expression and scent. “He can come back, if you’d like, Alph—”

      “Ix-nay on the stupid-ass titles in public!” Kai interjected.

      Kieran frowned. “It isn’t stupid. Your position is important.”

      “What position?” Kai scoffed and took a bite out of his ice cream. “It’s not like it’s a real job. Like you said, the ‘position’ is different with each pack, and apparently ours is perfectly fine without me doing anything.”

      “What are you talking about?” Jessica reached over and gently shoved Kai’s shoulder. “You’ve already done a bunch of stuff. Hell, Beth sings your praises to anyone who will listen.”

      Kai waved his ice cream cone at her. “That’s different. I helped her get more help before I was even mat—” He stopped and looked around, but no other shifters seemed to be around, and the humans enjoying their after-dinner treats weren’t paying them any attention. Still, Kai leaned forward before continuing. “Before I was mated to Rick. What have I honestly done since then?”

      Kieran wished he could point out things he was sure Kai did, but he’d been so isolated all summer, he just wasn’t sure what to say.

      “You help Beth, you help Jamie, you take care of your siblings and your mate and the pack’s Enforcers,” Jess rattled off, and Kieran and Samantha nodded quickly. “But if you want to do more, then do more. Don’t just whine to us about it.”

      Kieran froze with his ice cream halfway to his mouth. He knew Jessica was a good friend, but she was still speaking to the alpha-mate of her pack. Samantha’s warm hand landed on his shoulder blade, jolting him out of his stupor to find Kai really whining at Jess.

      “But I don’t know how.” Kai stomped his feet under the table, and Samantha chuckled.

      “The alpha-mate in my father’s pack didn’t even do what you’re already doing before she took off, so don’t feel like you have to run yourself ragged to be a good mate to Rick. What’s so important about the position is how you balance out your mate, reining in his worst traits and nurturing his best,” Kieran said after a moment.

      Kai frowned at him, brows furrowing adorably. “Wouldn’t the alpha-mate have been your mom?”

      “Kai!” Samantha hissed, trying to kick him under the table but clipping Kieran instead.

      Grunting, he tucked his legs more firmly underneath his chair and waved off her apology. “It’s okay, Samantha.” He turned to Kai. “My mother was… the alpha’s housekeeper. Not his mate.”

      Kai’s cheeks flushed bright pink. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel like you had to share something so personal.”

      Shrugging, he licked at his melting ice cream. “It’s not like it was a secret before or now. Everyone in my old pack knew.” He remembered the words spat at him by Alpha Williams’s son and turned to Samantha. “You figured it out, didn’t you?”

      She nodded and grimaced. “I didn’t mean to, but after that creep called you a bastard, I kind of figured Alpha McAllister must have had you outside his mating.”

      Kai’s eyes bright, he tried to sound nonchalant as he said, “I didn’t think mates could cheat on each other…”

      “Depends on the mates, I expect.” Kieran wiped at his mouth and sat back, keeping his cone held over the table. “Any pair can call themselves mates if they’re in a relationship. But for some… I expect things are a little different between you and Rick than they were between my father and his mate.”

      “Different how?” Kai asked, eyes pleading.

      “Well, it’s obvious that you love each other,” he hedged. When Kai just nodded and waited, Kieran leaned across the table and hissed, “I’m not talking to you about knots and mating bites in front of your sister. Ask Rick about true mates if you want to know so bad.”

      Skin flaming, Kai slapped a hand over his face as Samantha and Jessica cackled.

      When the laughter died down and the others had finished their ice cream, Kieran peered at Jessica and Kai expectantly. “As nice as this has been, wasn’t there something you two wanted to talk to me about?” He shot a look at Kai. “Not involving my alpha’s dick.”

      Samantha snorted next to him, and he shot her a grin.

      “Oh my god, I’m never living that down,” Kai muttered. “But yes. We’re helping with this year’s Harvest Festival and were wondering if you’d like to join the committee too.”

      “Oh.” That wasn’t at all what he’d been expecting. In fact, he wasn’t really sure what he’d thought they wanted to ask him, but helping plan a pack celebration was definitely not it. “I’m not sure I’d be much help…”

      Samantha snorted again, though this time he didn’t share a smile with her. He kept his focus on the gaping pair instead.

      “Of course you would be!” Kai exclaimed. “Doc said you’re so organized and detail-oriented—”

      “Anyone is compared to him,” Kieran said, snickering.

      “No, hey, don’t do that.” Kai’s face was suddenly serious, his hand on the side of Kieran’s neck, and they both froze.

      Taking in a shuddery breath, Kieran whispered, “People will start to stare.”

      Kai narrowed his eyes. “Fuck ‘em. My wolf can tell you need this.”

      Dear god, did he ever. His spine was threatening to melt like his abandoned ice cream. As unimposing as Kai appeared, Kieran was suddenly very aware of Kai’s place in the pack and the strength that came with being mated to such a strong alpha.

      “We see how smart and capable you are,” Kai said, rubbing his thumb back and forth, further scenting Kieran. “That’s why we are asking for your help. We need you.”

      Jessica nodded but didn’t speak, smiling gently.

      “Okay, Alpha-mate,” he murmured, letting his eyes slip shut for a second and soaking in the feeling of connection. “I’ll help you.”
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      Bennett realized what a bastard Rick really was when he and Kieran arrived at the small hotel in Mehko, Montana, and the reservation was for one room, two queen beds. Sure, Jamie probably actually made the reservation, but this stank of Rick’s meddling.

      “Can you actually get us two rooms, please?” Bennett said, giving his best smile to the older man running the desk. “Whatever is available is fine.”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the man said, sounding bored rather than apologetic. “We only have the one available. Would you still like it?”

      Gritting his teeth, he was grateful Kieran was asleep in the rental. “Seriously? How is that possible?”

      “Several other… parties checked in earlier today.”

      How many fake witnesses would the Council call to poke holes in Kieran’s testimony? Though he supposed it was possible the Council was overseeing other trials or grievances, but for everyone to arrive today?

      “Sir?”

      Sighing, he handed over the pack credit card he’d been given that morning. “Yeah, we’ll take it.”

      A few minutes later, he was walking out to the car and shooting Rick an irate text.

      Bennett: You asshole. Thanks for only getting us one room.

      After parking the car near a side entrance, he shut off the vehicle and turned to stare at Kieran’s peaceful face. He could only see part of it, the rest hidden in shadow due to the late hour. Their flight out of Detroit had been at three, but they’d left the manor at nine. Kieran had been a nervous flyer, but once they’d gotten in the rental, he’d passed out.

      It had given Bennett too much time to think, unfortunately.

      His phone vibrated, and he pulled it out.

      Rick: No idea what you’re talking about.

      The emoji with the halo confirmed his suspicions.

      Bennett: Apparently “several other parties” also checked in today, so the place is full up. Couldn’t get a second one.

      Rick: Fuck. How many people are they planning on parading in front of Kieran?

      Bennett: Wish I knew.

      “Are we there?” Kieran’s sleep-roughened voice made Bennett’s dick twitch.

      “Yeah, we’re all checked in. Let’s head up to the room, and you can get some real sleep.”

      Rubbing his face, he just nodded and reached for his seat belt buckle. They each had a single bag since they were only planning on staying one night. They had a red-eye the next day to head home. No matter which way the verdict came down, he and Rick had agreed Kieran should be removed from his father’s vicinity as quickly as possible.

      Especially after Jess’s vision.

      He wasn’t about to lose Kieran to anyone or anything. Not when he was just starting to figure out the vexing man.

      Bennett led the way through the side door, which was accessible by key card until midnight, and to the elevator. There were only four floors to the entire building—one of which consisted only of conference rooms since Mehko was considered neutral territory for packs to meet and hash out differences—and they got off on the third. When they reached their room, he pulled out the second key card and handed it to Kieran.

      “Use yours so we know it works.”

      Again just nodding, Kieran quickly unlocked the door, but Bennett stopped him from entering with a gentle hand on his bicep. Waiting until the light went out again, he checked his own card, nodding when the light turned green again and pushing the door open. He entered first and checked the room, raising his chin to scent the air carefully.

      Holding the door, he gestured for Kieran to enter. “Come on, kid. Let’s get you to bed. Early day tomorrow.”

      Frowning, Kieran stepped past him and placed his bag on the first bed. “I’m hardly a child, and I can put myself to bed, thank you. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      The way he stood next to the foot of the bed, hands on his hips and sleepy eyes trying to look fierce, tugged at Bennett’s heart and made him smile despite their surroundings and circumstances. He let the door fall shut behind him.

      “Sorry, wolf, we’ve only got the one room. Hotel’s booked solid.” He prowled toward Kieran, grinning at his stunned face. “And you’ll be in the other bed.”

      Rubbing a hand over his face, Kieran ground out, “What possible difference could it make which bed I’m in?”

      With a light grip, Bennett snagged Kieran’s wrist and pulled his hand away, then used the side of his pointer finger on his other hand to tip Kieran’s chin up and meet his eyes. The fear lingering in the warm brown irises caused his tiger to growl, but he swallowed it down before he repeated the sound. “Because I need to be between you and the door, sweetheart.”

      The sound of Kieran swallowing echoed in Bennett’s ears. “Y-You shouldn’t call me that.”

      One side of his mouth curling up, Bennett caressed Kieran from the bottom of his strong chin to the base of his throat, pride surging at the resulting shiver. “Why?”

      Kieran opened his mouth to respond, and Bennett slipped his hand around the side of his neck, pressing his fingertips into Kieran’s warm skin. “B-Bennett…”

      “Hmm?”

      “Please…” Kieran’s eyes fluttered shut, his body swaying toward Bennett and throwing off waves of arousal.

      A soft growl broke free. “Please what?”

      Kieran sucked in a deep breath and licked his delectable lips, eyes slowly opening. They were hazy with lust but began to clear quickly. “Please stop.”

      Those whispered words were like ice water in his veins. What the fuck was he doing? Fucking. Hell.

      Jerking back, Bennett ran a hand over his smooth scalp. Before he could say anything, Kieran turned, grabbed his bag, and moved to the other bed. Right, no need to dwell.

      “I’m going to shower,” Bennett muttered, waiting for Kieran to nod, then grabbing his own bag and heading for the bathroom. He detoured back to the door and locked it, making sure to secure the chain as well. It wouldn’t stop a determined shifter, but it would slow them down long enough for Bennett to be ready when they got through.

      Once he was under the hot spray, he banged his head against the cool tiles a few times, then left his forehead pressed against them and called himself seven different kinds of ridiculous.

      A sleepy, vulnerable Kieran might have stirred the protective instincts of both him and his tiger, but it was no excuse for touching him or calling him an endearment. He slipped once the other day in Jamie’s office, but that had been a fluke. A reaction to a packmate panicking and depending on him to calm them down.

      But was it really? He quickly washed and shut off the water. How could he call it a fluke when it just fucking happened again? In the moment, it had felt so natural, so easy.

      But if it wasn’t a fluke, what the hell did it mean?
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      What the hell was that?

      Once the door to the bathroom was securely closed, Kieran threw himself face-first onto his designated bed and tried to breathe through his emotions. He needed to calm down or Bennett would react to him again like in Jamie’s office.

      Sweetheart.

      “Ugh. Stop it,” he whispered into his pillow, then flopped over and pulled his phone from his pocket. He ignored the texts from his sister and father and started a new thread.

      Kieran: I think Bennett almost just kissed me. I know we aren’t really these kinds of friends yet, but I can’t talk to Samantha about this.

      A response came almost immediately.

      Kai: WHAT

      Kai: Tell me everything!

      Jessica: Don’t be so nosy. Did you want him to, Kieran?

      Wasn’t that the million-dollar question? When he’d been standing so close to Bennett, inhaling his warm, comforting scent and feeling his firm grip on his neck, all he could think about was dropping to his knees and begging Bennett to use him, to make him forget for the night what was about to happen. And that thought had been enough to jolt him out of his lust-fueled daydream of Bennett using his mouth and then holding him tightly all night.

      Kai: Kieran?

      Kieran: I’m not sure. I think so? But… I don’t know if *he* actually wants to. You know? The only time he seems interested is when I’m freaking out about something.

      Jessica: You should talk to him.

      Kai: Definitely! I think you may be mistaken but I can’t speak for B. You won’t know how he feels if you don’t ask him.

      He threw his arms out to the sides, his phone still in hand, as he heard the water turn off and sighed heavily. They were right, but he didn’t have it in him to get into either of their feelings at the moment. And what if Bennett said he wasn’t actually interested? Did Kieran want to try and lie five feet away from him all night after that? He couldn’t imagine a worse way to try and get some sleep.

      Kieran: Fuck. You’re right, but I can’t right now. Maybe when we get back—assuming he doesn’t hear a bunch of lies about me tomorrow from my POS family that makes him run screaming.

      He bit his lip as he waited for their responses. He hadn’t told anyone that he knew his family would be at the hearing tomorrow—not even Rick. He knew if he brought it up, they’d ask him why the Council would be interested in hearing what his father and maybe his sister had to say about the allegations.

      But he had a feeling it wasn’t about the allegations at all.

      It was about him.

      Kai: He’d have to hear you were a serial killer—with rock solid evidence to back it up—before he ran away from pack. Trust me.

      Jessica: Why is your family there?!

      Kai: Um, wait, yeah that’s a really good fucking question! Why would the Council ask their star witness to come at the same time as the guy who he’s testifying against? This isn’t human court—Jerico doesn’t have the right to be there. (I just asked Marcus, and that’s what he said.)

      That caught Kieran’s attention even as the bathroom door opened, and Bennett stepped out.

      Kieran: Marcus knows shifter law?

      Kai: Yup! He’s the pack expert.

      Kai: He just told me that he tried to talk to you before you left, but you weren’t around when he went to your room.

      Kieran: Fuck. I bet Jamie told him I had a question.

      Jessica: *snort*

      Kieran: ??

      Jessica: Sorry. It’s just that those two haven’t been speaking much lately—stupid, pigheaded men.

      Kai: Hey!

      Kieran: Yeah, hey!

      Jessica: LOL sorry. Not you two. *kissy face emoji*

      Kai: ANYWAY—Marcus said you could call or text him tonight if you want. Otherwise, he can talk to you when you get back.

      Not if he didn’t come back. He stopped his eyes from darting over to stare at all of the enormous muscles on display on the other side of the room as Bennett got ready to go to bed in nothing but baggy gray sweats.

      Kieran: Can you send me his number?

      The contact info came through a second later. He thanked Kai and told them he’d talk to them after he was done at the hearing. After wishing him luck, the thread went quiet. He started a new texting thread with the number Kai had sent him, then stared at the blank message box for several minutes, unsure how to phrase his question without tipping off or alarming anyone back in Michigan.

      “Everything okay?” Bennett had his covers turned back and looked to be about to climb into bed. He wasn’t looking directly at Kieran, but at least he wasn’t acting like Kieran wasn’t in the room.

      Chuckling humorlessly, Kieran scooted down to the end of his bed and stood, grabbing his bag. “Guess that depends on who you ask. I’m going to use the bathroom for a moment, then I have something to tell you.”

      Nodding, Bennett didn’t otherwise respond.

      Kieran hurried into the steamy bathroom and shut the door. He took the quickest shower of his life, not bothering to even wash his hair, just focusing on his body and face to get the plane grunge off himself. After brushing his teeth and dressing in his pajamas, he reentered the bedroom and beelined for his bed.

      Bennett didn’t speak as Kieran got his bed ready, then slipped between the sheets and lay on his back, staring up at the textured ceiling. B’s pillows were propped behind him as he reclined against the headboard and flicked through channels on the TV with it on mute.

      Just as Kieran was about to break the silence, Bennett gave a little cough and said, “If this is about before…”

      Kieran’s stomach flipped, and he quickly said, “It’s not. I… I just wanted to… Well, you see…”

      Growling, Bennett shut off the television and threw the remote onto the table between them. “Spit it out, Kieran.”

      Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and focused on Bennett’s heart. “My family will be present at the hearing tomorrow.”

      There was a tiny blip in the steady pumping of Bennet’s heart, but otherwise, there was no discernible reaction. “Why do you say that?”

      He shrugged and opened his eyes but didn’t look at the other bed. “I hadn’t received a call or text from my father or sister in over a month, then received a call from him the other day and a voicemail.”

      Now Bennett’s heart sped up the tiniest bit. “What? You told Rick they’d stopped trying to contact you after the first few weeks!”

      Swallowing, he said softly, “I sort of lied about that. I just stopped listening to the messages or reading the texts after a few weeks.”

      “Kieran…”

      When the silence lengthened, Kieran turned his head finally and took in the image of Bennett half-naked in bed. He allowed himself to run his eyes over his enormous shoulders, down his chest to where the sheet and sweats cut off his view but not before he caught a hint of hair. Fuck, how low are those sweats right now? If the sheet was just a bit lower, he had a feeling he’d be able to see a little of Bennett’s ass peeking out of the gray material and pressing into the bright white sheets beneath him.

      He bit his lip to suppress his moan. He had the sudden urge to crawl over into Bennett’s bed and lick every single inch of dark brown skin he could get his mouth on.

      “Kieran.” That time his name was a warning growl, and he realized he was panting and tenting the sheet over his own body. “Continue with your explanation.”

      Clearing his throat and raising his knees a little to try and hide the evidence, even though the growing bulge over Bennett’s lap made it obvious he wasn’t the only one reacting, he said, “After Rick told me about the Council’s summons, I listened to the voicemail and realized he’d be here. And he probably brought my sister. And some of his Enforcers.”

      Bennett grunted and rubbed at his eyes, pushing the heels of his hands into the sockets, then pushing his hands up over his shaved head and gripping the back. Kieran wondered absently if it felt as smooth as it looked. “Not even he can possibly be dumb enough to try anything in Mehko. It’s forbidden. The territory here is sacred, and there are heavy-duty spells in place to back it up. But we have to get back to the airport in Billings tomorrow, and once we’re out of the Council’s territory…”

      “He’ll try and grab me,” he whispered, fear choking his voice. “And bring me back into his darkness.”

      Bennett’s head whipped around. “Not. Fucking. Happening. You hear me? Don’t worry about tomorrow. I’ll check in with Rick and the others, and we’ll come up with a plan to get you back home safely.”

      Home. The Kincaid Pack was finally starting to feel that way. Was he about to lose that?

      He gripped his phone, squeezing it until he feared he’d break it. “I need to text Marcus and make sure that’s true.”

      Narrowing his eyes and sitting up straighter, Bennett pinned him with a hard look. “What?”

      “Kai said he’s the pack expert on shifter law.”

      “Yeah. And?”

      Kieran shrugged and sat up a little, feeling weird suddenly at having this conversation while he was lying flat on his back. “And… I need to make sure the Council can’t… force me back into my father’s pack.”

      Bennett immediately shook his head. “They can’t do that.”

      Sighing heavily, Kieran lifted his phone. “But are you sure of that? Would you bet my life on it? Because if we walk in there tomorrow and you’re wrong and my father takes me home…” He shook his head, tears filling his eyes. “He’ll make sure I can never embarrass him like this again.”
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      After a sleepless night of tossing and turning and picturing Jerico McAllister dragging Kieran out of his arms every time he did manage to close his eyes, Bennett was in an awful mood by the time they walked into the tribunal building. Marcus had assured Kieran—and Bennett by extension—that there was no law that would allow the Council to remove a member of one pack and place them in another. But he’d also said the Council can make amendments or pass new laws at any time. It was a rarity that they did something like that—preferring to make decisions based on current law or precedents—but he did warn them it was possible. Fortunately, the Council had to pass laws unanimously.

      While Bennett didn’t think the Kincaid Pack had any friends left on the Council, he also didn’t think they had that many outright enemies.

      Still… Rick and the Enforcers back home were working on an exit strategy in case things went sideways after the verdict was read.

      When they checked in at the front desk, they were told to head to the second floor, courtroom three. On the way up the stairs, Bennett noticed the furrow between Kieran’s brows was back.

      “Something wrong?” He grimaced. “Other than everything about this.”

      Kieran shrugged one shoulder and nibbled his bottom lip for a moment. “I’m not sure. Every other time, I testified in courtroom one on the first floor. I just wondered about the change in venue.”

      “It’s probably nothing.” It was probably something terrible.

      When they pushed open the stairwell door to the second floor, Kieran’s heart rate spiked, and his feet stumbled at the sight of the group down the hall. They were standing in front of a set of propped-open double doors.

      Bennett recognized Veronica and Jerico McAllister right away and lifted his lip in a sneer. He placed a hand on the middle of Kieran’s back and steered him forward, though they paused ten or so feet away from the others.

      Jerico’s hard blue eyes locked on Kieran, his face expressionless but his gaze steely. He took a step toward Kieran, but a young woman stepped out of the courtroom and cleared her throat.

      “Witnesses here to give sworn testimony in the McAllister hearing, regarding allegations of spying on a visiting pack or their dignitary, please come inside. The Council will be ready to begin in just a moment.”

      Jerico and his daughter plus their entourage filed into the courtroom, but the woman stopped several members who appeared to be Enforcers. Once the crowd was cleared, she looked around with a frown until she saw Kieran, then her expression shifted to a kind smile.

      “Come on in, Kieran.” Her voice was gentle but also held a note of… apology?

      A bad feeling settled in Bennett’s gut, but he gave Kieran a little nudge, and they walked toward the doors. She held up her hand before they could enter.

      “Witnesses only, sir. You can wait in the hallway or downstairs in the lounge.”

      Bennett did his best not to gape. “You can’t be serious.” He threw a glare at the smirking McAllisters. “All four of them are witnesses?”

      She did a bad job of hiding her grimace, then nodded. “They are. Kieran, you can go take a seat.”

      Wide brown eyes flew to Bennett’s face, terror clear in their depths.

      “Fuck this. Let’s go.” He grabbed Kieran’s hand and started to tug him away, intent on leaving. Kieran quickly dug in his heels though. Bennett could have kept going, but he stopped and whirled around. He murmured but didn’t delude himself that everyone in the vicinity couldn’t hear him. “Let’s go home. We both know what’s about to happen, and you going through this won’t change anything.”

      Kieran shook his head. “I have to.”

      “No, you don’t,” Bennett said, his voice rising a little. “Rick won’t be upset, I promise. Let’s just go.”

      Strong, warm hands were suddenly gripping the sides of his neck, thumbs pressing into his jaw to keep his focus on Kieran. Like he could look away.

      Like he’d ever be able to look away again.

      “No. I have to do this. It doesn’t matter what the verdict is, but it will matter to other packs that we stayed and fought and were clearly in the right, but the Council still ruled against Rick. The pack needs this proof.”

      Kieran’s voice was so soft, Bennett didn’t think anyone but him and maybe the woman still standing in the doorway had heard.

      “We can find another way,” he breathed back, then Kieran pressed a thumb to his lips and smiled.

      “No, B. It’s important to me that I fight back.”

      “Fucking hell,” he murmured against Kieran’s thumb, resisting the urge to suck the digit into his mouth. He did reach up and grasp Kieran’s wrists, gently tugging his hands off his face, but he paused and kissed each of Kieran’s palms. He grinned at the uptick in Kieran’s pulse. “I’ll be right out here the whole time.”

      “Okay.” He slipped free of Bennett’s grasp and turned toward the open doors, the woman smiling sympathetically at them. He only made it three steps before he whirled around, a determined set to his jaw. “Fuck it.”

      A moment later, Kieran had sprinted across the space separating them and practically thrown himself into Bennett’s arms. Bennett smiled as his head was tugged down, and Kieran pressed their mouths together. The kiss only lasted a moment and ended shortly after the woman behind Kieran murmured, “Gracious.”

      Kieran pulled back a little, his eyes still closed. “Sorry. I just wanted one kiss in case… Well, just in case.”

      Shaking his head slightly, Bennett ran one hand up from where they were both plastered to Kieran’s back and sank it into his silky hair. He’d gotten it cut the day before they’d left and was back to looking like an untouchable aristocrat. But as Bennett slid his other hand down to the top of Kieran’s ass, stopping just short of slipping his hand into the back pocket of Kieran’s dress pants, he grinned, knowing Kieran was very, very touchable.

      “If we’re only getting one, we should make it a really good one. Don’t you think?”

      When Kieran’s mouth curved into a smile, Bennett leaned forward and ran his tongue over the crease. Then he kissed the fucking hell out of Kieran, their lips moving and tongues dueling. But only for a few moments, then Kieran was yielding to B’s thrusts and quivering when Bennett nipped his bottom lip.

      Just as Bennett was coming to a few realizations about the red-hot man in his arms, someone loudly cleared their throat a few feet away.

      The sound was a hell of a lot more adorable when Kieran nervously did it.

      “If you two are done making a display of yourselves, the Council is waiting,” Jerico hissed before stalking away.

      Bennett hummed against Kieran’s lips. “I’m not sure if I’m done or not.”

      The woman behind them stifled a giggle but spoke up too. “We really must get started, Kieran.”

      Sighing, Kieran pulled away, his lower lip sticking out just the tiniest bit in an adorable pout. “Wish me luck?”

      Bennett chuckled and pressed another quick kiss to Kieran’s swollen lips. “I think I just did, but we can do it again if you want. Fuck the Council.”

      Kieran groaned and pulled away. “You’re awful.”

      “You love it.”

      Shooting Bennett the tiniest of smiles, Kieran turned and hustled into the courtroom. The woman shot a glance at the only other person in the hallway, then winked at Bennett before shutting the doors.

      Within a few moments, the hearing began, and Bennett sighed. He looked around for a place to sit and finally focused on the other person waiting in the hallway. The McAllister Enforcers had left and were probably taking advantage of the lounge downstairs. As Bennett eyed the man ignoring him, he realized he didn’t even recall the large blond trying to go into the courtroom with the others.

      There was another bench a little farther down the hall, and as Bennett headed for it, he realized two things about the blond man in quick succession. First, there was a small braid with dark purple beads woven into his long hair. Bennett had missed it at first since his hair was up in a bun on top of his head.

      And second, the man was human and gave off no scent.

      Hunter.
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        * * *

      

      Gritting his teeth, Kieran sat on the left side of the aisle, facing the front where the thirteen Council members were in a semicircle. The Council members sat in order of seniority, he’d learned during his first visit, with the most senior member in the very middle and the newest two on the ends.

      He’d also learned during his second visit that Rick’s father was third from the end on the right. The man didn’t look much like Rick and had never directed a question at Kieran, but he’d scowled through the entire trial process as far as Kieran could tell. Kieran definitely didn’t think Kincaid would vote in favor of his son.

      When he’d gotten back to Michigan and asked Rick about his father being on the Council, Rick had rolled his eyes and said they didn’t speak and not to trust him. He’d walked away right afterward, and Kieran had gotten the distinct impression that Rick never wanted to discuss his father with Kieran again.

      Wendy, the nice woman who assisted the Council and was so kind to him and Bennett, was just finishing reading over the rules and procedures and the exact law his father was accused of breaking. Once she was done, she stepped over to the side of the room and sat at her desk, opening a laptop and preparing to take notes. The entire transcript would be available in a week or so, but Wendy wasn’t responsible for that—every hearing, trial, conference, reading of will, whatever, was recorded with audio and video.

      Which, he had a feeling, was going to be not so great for him in a moment.

      Councilman Garcia—the most senior member and the one who did most of the talking, Kieran had found—picked up his tablet and scrolled through something. “Can we have the first witness step forward, please?”

      Kieran started to stand, but his father jumped up. “Councilman, can you clarify who you’d like to hear from first?”

      Kieran paused, half out of his seat, and narrowed his eyes.

      Garcia glanced up from his tablet and frowned. “I don’t suppose it matters much. You’ll each get a chance to speak and answer questions before we render our verdict.”

      Jerico jerked Veronica to her feet by her elbow. “My daughter would like to start us off then, Councilman.”

      Veronica straightened her clothes, then sauntered up to the chair sitting all alone in front of the Council members. Sitting, she crossed her legs and flashed quite a bit of her thigh. Kieran rolled his eyes as he resettled in his seat. His sister was cruel but also cunning and knew exactly how to distract men—and women—with her body.

      “Ms. McAllister, before the Council asks any questions they may have, would you like to make an opening statement?” Garcia said, expression unimpressed.

      Most of the other councilmen and women looked equally as bored. When Kieran’s eyes hit Councilman Kincaid, he froze when their gazes connected. Even when his sister began to speak, Kincaid didn’t look away. Kieran ducked his head and stared at his clasped hands, shivering at the hatred shining brightly in the other man’s eyes.

      “Thank you, Councilman, I would.” Veronica’s voice was clear and gentle, but he knew the venomous poison that lay just beneath the surface. “I’m so thankful my father and I are being allowed to speak before you all today before a decision is made. Our pack’s honor—and my father's and my reputations—are being smeared by my jealous brother and his new alpha for reasons we don’t fully understand. We have only ever loved and cared for Kieran, even though he was born outside of my father’s mating to a deceitful woman who tricked our father into laying with her intimately.”

      Kieran’s ears were already ringing, and they’d only just begun. How could he possibly get through hours of this?

      “Yes, well, be that as it may, young lady,” Councilman Voight spoke up from where she sat to Garcia’s right. “Kieran has offered compelling testimony regarding the allegations against your father and pack. Are you prepared to answer questions from this Council?”

      He could only see the barest sliver of Veronica’s face when he glanced up, but when he saw her tuck her hair behind her ear, he had to bite his lip to suppress a smile. She was nervous and thrown off her game by Voight and the others not falling all over themselves to reassure Veronica that they believed her.

      As the Council began asking her pretty much the same questions they’d been asking him—over and over again—he let his gaze wander over to the others sitting with his father. He realized immediately that one of them was the Enforcer his sister slept with regularly—Drago. He was also the same one who came with them to the Kincaid Pack’s territory and who beat the crap out of Kai on his sister’s orders. Kieran couldn’t imagine what he was supposedly a witness to, though he wouldn’t put it past his father to send the man up there to just straight-up lie to the Council.

      The fourth person was sitting two rows behind his father, sister, and Drago. It put Kieran and the other person in the same row, but their hair was long, and they sat with their head down and shoulders hunched so Kieran couldn’t see their face.

      He carefully scented the air, trying to tell if he knew them, but it took several long minutes of sifting through the large amount of scents mingling in the room, some lingering from previous meetings, that were so strong they hadn’t fully dissipated yet.

      When it did hit him, he straightened in his seat, shock running through his body. He nearly stood before he remembered where he was.

      Marco.

      Kieran’s one and only boyfriend while living in his father’s territory.

      What. The. Fuck.
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      After three hours of sitting outside the courtroom, Bennett was ready to kick in the door, pick Kieran up, and carry him far, far away from his despicable family. He’d only been able to stay sitting for about fifteen minutes, but once his sister started spewing lies, Bennett had jumped to his feet and begun to pace. He hadn’t been able to sit since.

      Having a hunter’s eyes on him while he was already stressed about Kieran and separated from him? Yeah, it wasn’t making anything easier, that was for damn sure.

      They’d locked eyes a few times, but neither had spoken yet. The blond hunter raised a brow the first time, looking more amused than anything else, but hadn’t changed his posture or heart rate. And he still had zero scent. It was like he was a black hole of nothingness, and it was pissing Bennett off. Whoever the witch was that the hunter was working with, they were strong and clever.

      Bennett wanted them for his pack.

      But after three hours of listening to Kieran’s pulse jump at each targeted barb from his family and radio silence from Rick and V regarding their exit strategy, he needed a damn distraction.

      “What are you doing here, hunter?” He didn’t pause his pacing or do more than glance at the other man.

      Blondie chuckled. “Mind your business, cat.”

      Cat.

      Not shifter, but cat. Bennett stopped short and slowly turned on his heel to face the man. “How do you know who I am?”

      A careless shrug was his only response.

      Bennett held back a hiss. “Did you come with the McAllisters?”

      No response at all that time. He had to have though. A human couldn’t have found the town on their own—not even a hunter. No, he was there at someone’s invitation, but why would Jerico have brought a hunter to the tribunal building with him?

      Just as he was about to try a different tack, a noise in the courtroom caught his attention and had him refocusing on the hearing.

      “How is the sexual history between this witness and Kieran McAllister relevant?” an angry woman asked, and Bennett growled, turning toward the doors and taking a few steps.

      “Councilwoman—” Jerico McAllister tried to answer but another voice spoke up.

      “I think we should hear what he has to say.”

      Bennett’s lip curled as he prowled forward, intent on barging in and ending this farce of a proceeding once and for all. He knew that fucking voice. Alistair Kincaid. His former alpha and Rick’s father. They’d both been surprised when his father had stepped down as alpha a few years ago and joined the Council. And while they didn’t consider him an ally, bringing up Kieran’s past relationships was ridiculous. What was he planning on doing? Humiliating Kieran into leaving?

      “I wouldn’t do that, cat.” The hunter was standing but hadn’t moved toward Bennett. “You’ll only make whatever’s happening in there worse for your alpha and the McAllister boy.”

      Bennett growled but stopped before throwing open the double doors like some crazed asshole who couldn’t control himself or his temper.

      Like his father.

      His blood freezing at the idea he was turning into the rage monster his dad had been, he listened numbly as he pressed his forehead into the door in front of him, not even caring about the hunter anymore.

      “You were saying, Marco?” Kincaid said. He must have won the argument while Bennett had been distracted.

      He’d always prided himself on being calm no matter what—the opposite of his father. B had been eight the first time he’d seen his dad break a packmate’s leg for “disrespecting Alpha Kincaid.” And he’d been twelve the first time he saw him tear another man apart with his teeth and claws.

      A soft, hesitant voice began to speak. “We dated for about a year, sir.”

      There was silence for a moment, then someone pointedly cleared their throat, and Bennett clenched his teeth. He fucking knew that was McAllister.

      “Um, and everything was fine… at first.”

      “Did something happen between you two?” Kincaid said, not even trying to pretend like he wasn’t aware of what Marco was going to say or that he wasn’t leading the testimony in the direction necessary to get there.

      “Um… One day, we were together—”

      “Intimately?”

      Marco’s heart thundered at the question. Fuck, Bennett was starting to feel bad for this guy. He wondered for a moment why he’d even agreed to testify, then shook his head at himself. McAllister probably hadn’t even given him a choice.

      “Yes.” Marco’s voice was barely more than a squeak. “And Kieran… He, uh, told me some things about his family after we… we… finished.”

      “I know this is hard,” Kincaid said, fake sympathy dripping from his tone. “But we need you to be specific.”

      “Do we?” the woman from before asked. “This is completely unacceptable, Kincaid. Kieran is not the one on trial, and same-sex relationships aren’t against any laws.”

      “This isn’t about their relationship,” Kincaid barked, tone impatient. “We should know what kind of person he is if we’re supposed to just take his word for all these awful things his father supposedly did.”

      “Garcia, are you going to let this go on?” the woman hissed.

      Someone sighed. “Council members have the right to ask witnesses any questions they deem necessary,” a man—Garcia presumably—muttered, obviously annoyed Kincaid was using the rule to steamroll Kieran.

      “Thank you,” Kincaid said, sounding smug as hell. “Go ahead, Marco.”

      “He, um… Well, he told me that he was, um, jealous of his brother and sister, and that he hated his father.”

      “Was it unusual for him to say things like that to you?” Kincaid interrupted.

      “No,” Marco whispered, the scent of his fear seeping through the door, mingling with Kieran’s outrage and anger, driving Bennett’s tiger crazy. “He said… He said he’d get back at his father one day for, um…”

      A throat cleared again, and Bennett’s ears began to ring at Marco’s whimper.

      “For not giving him all the things his siblings had growing up.” The erratic beating of Marco’s heart and the stench of his scent made it obvious he was lying. “Kieran told me, um, that he’d make his family pay one day.”

      “That’s enough,” Garcia said, his voice filled with disgust and authority. “Thank you, Marco, you may return to your seat.”

      There was the sound of stumbling and then fast footsteps.

      “Well, I think we can all agree that taking the word of Kieran McAllister would be foolish,” Kincaid said, smile clear in his tone. “He admitted to wanting to punish his family to a man he had a relationship with for a year. He’s obviously a liar. I move we vote now.”

      Multiple voices began to speak, and Bennett’s blood heated. After hours of listening to family—and a former lover—denigrate him, now Kieran wouldn’t even get the chance to defend himself?

      “We have another witness,” someone said, sounding confused.

      “Council, if I may be so bold,” Jerico McAllister said. Bennett heard him stand and take a few steps. “I think Councilman Kincaid has made an excellent point. You’ve heard from four individuals about what a troubled child Kieran was, how often he lies—”

      “Alpha McAllister!”

      “But it’s not a surprise, considering what a disgusting and manipulative woman his mother—”

      Like a match hitting kerosene-soaked kindling, Bennett exploded, throwing the doors open with a roar, fangs descending. The sound of Kieran’s pounding heart was ringing in his ears.

      A few members of the Council stood from where they were sitting in their half circle on the other side of the room, outrage clear on their faces, and McAllister’s Enforcer jumped to his feet, growling.

      Bennett stared at the Council members. “You should all be fucking ashamed of yourselves.”

      “Enforcer Young—” A woman just to the left of center started to speak, but Bennett’s loud hiss stopped her short, her face surprised.

      “Kieran.”

      Kieran didn’t hesitate, jumping to his feet and hurrying over to Bennett, slipping his hand into B’s extended one.

      “You don’t want to do your job with McAllister, that’s fine. But stay the fuck away from our pack then.”

      “Bennett.” Alpha Garcia half stood, a pleading expression on his face. “Let us at least vote before you leave so you can inform your alpha of the decision.”

      He glanced at Kieran, but Kieran’s face was turned down, eyes fixed on his shiny dress shoes. His scent was begging Bennett to take him and go.

      Grunting, he spun and tugged Kieran after him. “Email him.”

      Just before he passed through the doors, he locked eyes with a wide blue gaze, and it drew him up short. Marco. He narrowed his eyes, then jerked his head toward the doors, silently telling the scared man he could come with them if he wanted.

      Marco’s eyes darted toward the front, then he dropped his gaze to his lap, not moving.

      “Leave him be,” Kieran murmured, moving past Bennett and leading the way out of the courtroom. “He has family members at home to think about.”

      God, that sounded so fucking familiar. They didn’t have the time or resources to try and get Marco to come with them and then smuggle his family out of McAllister territory before the man called his Enforcers and betas to stop them.

      Striding down the hall, fingers threaded firmly with Kieran’s, he met the hunter’s gaze head-on, daring him to try something or stop them from leaving. The blond’s mouth tipped up in a tiny smile, and he gave a slight nod, not even bothering to get back on his feet.

      As they reached the stairwell, noise erupted from the courtroom, but Bennett couldn’t distinguish voices to tell if it was good or bad for them. Then Jerico exploded from the room, his eyes wild, and Drago right beside him. The large smile on his face answered Bennett’s question.

      “Kieran! Get back here! You’re coming home with us where you belong!” Jerico roared, face twisting in rage as he saw Bennett push Kieran ahead of him into the stairwell.

      “Don’t slow down and don’t look back, sweetheart,” he muttered as they rushed down the steps, hitting the door for the first floor as the one above burst open.

      “Kieran!”

      The few people standing around in the lobby turned wide eyes on them at Jerico’s scream and their hurried footsteps. Just as they reached the entrance, the two Enforcers from the lounge came barreling toward them.

      “Run!” Bennett raced next to Kieran toward the small parking lot where they’d left their rental. As they neared the vehicle, he released Kieran’s hand so he could round the hood. A moment later, they were both inside, doors locked and engine running.

      Jerico and his Enforcers were just exiting the building when Bennett shifted the car into gear and sped away, throwing the four of them the middle finger just for the hell of it.

      He only hoped Rick didn’t tear him a new one for what he’d just done.
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        * * *

      

      Kieran couldn’t catch his breath.

      Not from sprinting down a flight of stairs or to the car. Of course not. He was a damn shifter; he could handle a couple minutes of hustling.

      No, his heart was racing and his lungs working overtime because his emotions were completely out of control.

      Like, so out of control he didn’t know what he was feeling.

      “Kieran?”

      Bennett’s voice was distant and muffled, but that was probably because his own pulse was like a herd of horses thundering in his ears.

      “Sweetheart.” A strong hand gripped his thigh, and his heart began to slow, the black spots in his vision receding.

      He peered over at Bennett, trying to see if he was looking at Kieran differently. The things his family had said… That Marco had… They’d made it look like he was lying about everything. Like he was an untrustworthy, useless piece of—

      “Hey, hey, hey. You were finally starting to calm down. Come on back to me, babe.” Bennett’s voice was so smooth and rich, like his beautiful skin and eyes.

      Huh, his thoughts were kind of all over the place.

      “Take one deep breath then another. You’re alright,” Bennett murmured, his thumb rubbing back and forth on Kieran’s thigh.

      He took a long breath into his lungs and held it for a moment, his pulse slowing even more, then released it. “I apologize. I’m not sure what happened.”

      For some reason, Bennett growled, his fingers digging into his thigh a little. Kieran suppressed a shiver.

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?” Kieran whispered, slowly inching his hand closer to Bennett’s, wanting to hold it again now that they weren’t running for their lives.

      “Use that proper tone with me.” Bennett cut his eyes across the car, face serious. “We’re way fucking past that.”

      “I suppose we are.”

      When Bennett looked back at the road, Kieran slid his palm lightly over the back of Bennett’s. He held his breath as B’s fingers twitched, then he slipped his hand out from under Kieran’s and his heart fell.

      Until Bennett flipped his hand over, slid it back under Kieran’s, and laced their fingers together.

      They rode in silence for several long minutes, Kieran unsure how to bring up what Bennett had heard and Bennett seemingly fine with not talking, then Bennett’s phone began to ring.

      He gave Kieran’s fingers a squeeze, released his hand, and dug in his pocket. He put the phone on speaker and set it in a cupholder. “Yeah?”

      “What the fuck did you do?” Rick’s voice boomed through the phone’s tiny speaker, making Kieran flinch, his shoulders curling in a little at upsetting his alpha.

      “What I had to. And watch your tone. Kieran’s in the car with me, and he’s had a really fucking shitty day. He doesn’t need your ornery ass making it worse.”

      Kieran swallowed and stared at Bennett with wide eyes. He shouldn’t speak to Alpha Kincaid that way.

      But he had… for Kieran.

      “Well, someone needs to explain to me what the fuck happened. I just got a very irate phone call from Councilman Garcia about how you stormed into the hearing, took Kieran before he could testify, and then left. What happened, B?” Rick’s voice was calmer, but he still sounded pissed.

      “Exactly what we thought times ten,” Bennett said after a moment’s hesitation. He glanced at Kieran, sadness in his eyes. “I’ll give you all the details when we get back, but you wouldn’t have been able to handle someone talking to or about Kai like that either. So I need you to trust me and get off my back about it.”

      And just like that, Kieran’s heart began to race again. Did he just compare me to Rick’s mate?

      “Damn, I can hear him freaking out through the phone,” Rick muttered. “You two get your shit figured out by the time you get back here, and that’s a goddamn order.”

      Rolling his eyes, Bennett said, “Speaking of, you got my Plan B figured out yet?”

      Plan B was what Kieran and Bennett had decided they needed the night before. It was supposed to be a secure way to leave Montana and get back to Michigan. Kieran was positive his father would have someone monitoring flight information. He’d probably even known which rental car was theirs.

      “Fucking hell,” Kieran muttered as realization dawned.

      “Jesus. Now he’s talking like you…”

      Kieran grimaced at the phone but didn’t respond—not that Rick had been talking to him, just about him.

      “We need to change vehicles,” he said quietly to Bennett. “This one was exposed for hours while his Enforcers were downstairs unmonitored.”

      Bennett was already nodding and putting on his blinker to take the exit coming up. “Not to mention in the hotel parking lot overnight.”

      Rick grunted from the cupholder. “Get a new vehicle, but don’t leave a way for them to trace it, B. You hear me?”

      “I hear you.” Bennett slowed as he approached the turn just after the off-ramp, heading in the direction of a few fast food places and gas stations, according to the sign.

      “Then go to Glasgow.”

      “Scotland?” Kieran blurted out before he could stop himself.

      Bennett and Rick both chuckled, and Kieran felt his face heat up. B’s hand landed on his thigh once more, giving it a squeeze and letting him know he wasn’t laughing at Kieran.

      “No, Glasgow, Montana. There’s a small airfield there, and Nico was able to call in a favor and get you passage on one of the planes leaving this evening.”

      “How does Nico know so many damn people?” Bennett muttered as he drove past the fast food places, eyes scanning both sides of the road. Finally, he muttered, “Bingo. I gotta let you go, Rick. Text me the details, okay?”

      “Will do. Be safe, you two. And get home in one piece.”

      Kieran swallowed and reached for the phone. “Yes, Alpha.”

      Bennett grunted as he turned into a crowded parking lot at a large box store, and Kieran ended the call. When B parked toward the back of the lot between two large trucks, Kieran turned to him, eyebrows raised.

      “What are we doing here?”

      “We need a car that isn’t bugged or LoJacked,” he said, turning off the engine but leaving the keys in the ignition and just stepping out. Kieran scrambled to follow suit and met him at the popped trunk. “And we don’t want to leave an obvious trail for them to follow.”

      “Okay, so how do we—” He glanced around at all the cars, then gripped Bennett’s arm as he unloaded their bags. “Are we stealing a car?”

      Bennett winked and grinned. “Admit it, you’re a little turned on right now.”
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      Sitting in a stolen car was a new experience for Kieran, but he was finding he wasn't as bothered by it as he probably should have been. It helped that Bennett had said they'd call in a tip to let the local police know where to find it.

      "So, um…" Kieran ran his sweaty palms over his thighs and peered at Bennett, who had his seat tipped back and his eyes closed as they waited on the edge of the tiny airfield for their pilot to arrive.

      "Yes?" Bennett murmured, mouth barely moving. His body was so relaxed and looked like it’d be the perfect size to curl up on and—

      No, stop that. He shook his head and cleared his throat, but Bennett spoke first.

      "You do that when you're nervous."

      "What?"

      "Clear your throat," Bennett said, one eye slitting open and connecting with Kieran. "You don’t have anything to be nervous about around me, Kieran.”

      Kieran flinched and looked away. "I'm sorry. That's probably very annoying."

      Warm fingers curled around his chin and tipped his face back toward Bennett, who was sitting forward, eyes serious. "It's not annoying. Nothing about you could ever be annoying.”

      Breath frozen in his lungs, he stared into Bennett's calm face for a long moment, then blurted out, "Why haven't you said anything about what you heard from my family and Marco? Don’t you want to ask me about it?"

      Bennett's beautiful white teeth flashed in a brief smile, then he leaned back, settling into his seat and shutting his eyes. "Nope, because it doesn't matter to me, sweetheart."

      Kieran frowned and turned toward the front of the car, crossing his arms over his chest. Doesn't matter? How could it not matter? How could he not have some opinion about what he'd learned about Kieran's trustworthiness? Kieran had been painted as a despicable liar out to get back at his family. Shouldn’t Bennett want to at least talk about that if he had feel—

      Oh.

      "Shit," Kieran spit out, scrambling to open his door and get out of the suddenly tiny car.

      "Kieran?"

      He ignored Bennett and practically fell into the tall weeds they were parked in as he hurried to get as far away from Bennett and his monumentally embarrassing misreading of the situation. God, he was so dumb. Of course Bennett wouldn’t want someone like him—he was a McAllister for fuck’s sake. Alpha Kincaid probably wouldn’t even let him stay since he’d failed to do the one thing asked of him.

      The cruel words thrown at him all day—his whole life—began to spiral in his brain. He knew in his gut he was overreacting because of how raw he was from the hearing, but his ears were ringing with his father’s voice calling him useless and weak and he couldn’t fucking breathe.

      “Such an idiot,” he gasped out, stumbling away from the hangar and the few people around the tiny airport. He didn’t stop when he heard Bennett open his car door.

      “Kieran!”

      “Just… leave me alone!” Kieran whirled around, hurling the words at Bennett’s stunned face. He took a couple deep breaths. “I just… I need a minute alone,” he said, calmer. “Please.”

      Bennett’s handsome face hardened, eyes narrowing. Kieran could tell he was going to be stubborn, insist they talk about it, but thankfully, another car appeared across the field, coming down the short road that led to the airport.

      Kieran took two more deep breaths as Bennett looked between him and the approaching vehicle. “That’s probably the pilot.”

      Bennett’s eyes cut back to him and flashed, stealing Kieran’s breath. Other than when Bennett had stormed into the courtroom, Kieran had never seen Bennett even come close to losing control of himself.

      “We’ll talk about this later,” B said firmly, then stalked back to their stolen car, opened the back, and grabbed their bags. He threw one more look at Kieran before striding away, leaving Kieran and the car behind.

      He watched as Bennett approached the older man in a baseball cap, then shook hands with him. After they disappeared into the hangar, Kieran darted back to the car and sank to his knees on the ground beside it so he wouldn’t be visible.

      The last twenty-four hours had been… a lot. He just needed a moment to remember that before they’d left Michigan, he and Bennett had barely known each other. The pull he felt was nothing more than adrenaline and proximity. Once they were back home and they went back to hardly speaking to each other, Kieran would realize he didn’t need Bennett or anyone else to hold him as his insides shook until he felt like he’d fly apart.

      He wrapped his arms around himself and rocked back and forth, fighting back his stupid fucking tears. He wouldn’t cry over Bennett’s rejection—because it wasn’t even a rejection! It wasn’t like Kieran had asked him out and Bennett had laughed in his face. He’d been worried that Bennett would look at him differently after what had been said in the hearing, but it seemed like that wasn’t the case.

      Kieran would always just be an obligation.

      “Oh, sweetheart.”

      Strong arms wrapped around him from behind as Bennett knelt too. Kieran tried to jerk away at first, but Bennett shushed him, rubbing his cheek and chin into Kieran’s shoulders and neck. The scenting worked, eventually calming Kieran’s heart and breathing.

      “I guess it’s later,” Kieran muttered after a few minutes when Bennett made no move to release him or stand.

      “I told Greg we’d be over shortly. The plane’s almost ready, so he’ll be good to go whenever we are.”

      Kieran nodded and patted Bennett’s arms. “I’m good. Sorry, I guess the day just caught up to me.”

      Snorting, Bennett loosened his arms a little, but before Kieran could rise, Bennett had him flipped around so they faced each other. “Yeah, maybe, but I also think you misunderstood what I meant in the car.”

      Kieran shrugged, turning his face away and tucking his chin in. “No, I understood fine. You don’t have those kinds of feelings for me, so it doesn’t matter what Marco or my father said.”

      He was proud of himself for stating it so calmly, like the very words didn’t slice into his chest.

      Bennett laughed in his face.

      Jerking his head up, Kieran scowled. “Hey! There’s no reason to be rude about—”

      Firm lips pressed into his as strong hands cradled his face so gently he nearly burst into tears. Experiencing a soft touch had been so rare the last few years, his skin practically sang with joy every time someone in the Kincaid Pack laid a hand on his arm or shoulder. But this?

      This was lemon ice cream, a perfect afternoon in the sun, and his mom’s tinkling laughter all rolled into one.

      Bennett kissed him like it was the only thing that mattered in the world. Like he was laying claim to Kieran.

      Pulling back a breath, Bennett spoke into Kieran’s panting mouth. “It doesn’t matter to me because nothing anyone else could say would change how I feel about you.”

      Heart thundering, Kieran swallowed. “How do you feel about me?”

      That damn grin reappeared, then Bennett pressed one more soft kiss to his lips and sat back. “Like I’ve only scratched the surface of what there is to learn. Like I’m finally beginning to understand why you pushed me away.”

      “Oh.” Not exactly what he’d been hoping to hear, but what did he expect? Did he know how he felt about Bennett?

      Yes. His wolf knew, but it was easier and easier for Kieran to push down and ignore that part of himself.

      Bennett stood and pulled Kieran to his feet. He stared at Kieran, obviously contemplating saying something more, so Kieran waited. Finally, Bennett said, “The last twenty-four hours have been hard though, so let’s both take a breath and figure out what we want. Okay?”

      Kieran didn’t really want to, but he nodded. “Sure, okay.”

      Smiling softly, Bennett suddenly gripped the back of Kieran’s neck and tugged him closer. “Your scent says you’re disappointed, and I’m sorry, but I need to make sure this isn’t you reacting to your fear, clinging to me because I happened to be the one standing next to you when your world spun apart today.”

      Grimacing, Kieran dropped his eyes to Bennett’s chest. “I understand,” he whispered, letting his hands land lightly on Bennett’s waist. “I get why you’d think that.”

      Leaning forward, Bennett rubbed their cheeks together, emitting that wonderfully soothing purring sound. “You come find me when you’re one hundred percent sure you actually want me, sweetheart. Because, Kieran?”

      “Hmm?” Kieran’s eyes had fallen closed, fingers gripping Bennett’s T-shirt.

      Bennett nipped at his ear, and Kieran shuddered. “You deserve someone who’ll take care of you, and I’ve wanted to be that person for a long time. I’ll give you what you need, and you’ll be mine. Understand?”

      Kieran jerked back, his eyes flying open. Bennett looked completely serious. Did he want that? To be… possessed by this man?

      For the first time in a long time, he and his wolf were in total agreement.

      There was nothing he wanted more.

      “I understand,” Kieran whispered, then leaned up and pressed his lips to Bennett’s lightly. “I’ll let you know when I’m ready.”

      B’s grin turned downright predatory.
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        * * *

      

      The hunter lowered his scope after the tiger and McAllister’s bastard boarded the small aircraft and took off. He’d nearly lost them when they’d switched cars, but a quick call to his witch to scry for the hex bag he’d slipped into Young’s suitcase while it sat in the parking lot had helped him pick up the trail.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he almost ignored it. He’d known better than to take a job from Jerico McAllister, but his brother had pressured him, saying work had been slow and they needed the money.

      “Yeah?” he muttered as he packed up his gear and headed back into the trees where his bike was stashed.

      “Do you have him?” McAllister snarled.

      The guy was coming unhinged.

      Grunting, he said, “Negative. They changed vehicles, and I lost them.”

      Which was true enough that he knew his heart wouldn’t give him away over the phone. The spell used to control his scent could only do so much, so he’d learned to control his heart rate as best he could and to dance around the truth.

      “Piece of shit,” McAllister said, voice muffled, and it wasn’t clear if he meant his son or not.

      “They’ll be in Kincaid’s territory by the time I cross the Michigan border.” He kept his voice mild from years of practice.

      “I know that! Shut up and let me think.”

      Don’t strain yourself. Throwing a leg over his bike, he waited, knowing what McAllister would want before he came to the same conclusion.

      Finally— “Get eyes on the pack and report back any useful information.”

      “Regarding your son?”

      “Forget about him,” McAllister said, finally calming himself. “Kincaid and his mate humiliated me and my family. I’ll burn his pack to the ground for this. Including my useless son.”

      Fuck, I hate when I’m right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Stretching awake, Kieran peered at the small digital alarm clock next to his bed. It was after ten, but when he’d texted Doc last night when their plane had landed, he’d told Kieran to take the day off and sleep in.

      And for once, he’d listened.

      Of course, by the time they’d driven back to Meyerville from Detroit, it had been early morning more than late at night, and he’d been exhausted. He’d tried sleeping in the car, but his mind just kept playing Bennett’s words over and over.

      When Bennett had dropped him at the manor, Kieran had hesitated, unsure whether he should invite Bennett to come up to his room or not. Taking the matter out of his hands, Bennett had kissed his palm and told him he’d see him later that day.

      Now that Kieran had gotten some sleep, he wondered what Bennett had meant. Did he plan on stopping by to see Kieran, or had he just meant he’d maybe see him around the house?

      I’ll give you what you need, and you’ll be mine.

      Kieran bit back a moan as Bennett’s deep voice replayed again, his body stirring.

      Shuddering, Kieran ran a hand down his torso, slipping it into his sweats. He usually ignored his morning wood, but with Bennett’s purring voice in his ears and his imagination conjuring images of Bennett using his body in all the delicious ways Kieran had ever dreamed of, he couldn’t help but grip his hot dick and begin stroking it.

      Sliding his fist up and down his shaft, he bent his knees and spread his thighs. He pictured himself doing this for Bennett, his hot eyes watching every move Kieran’s hands made, and he couldn’t stop his moan that time. He thought about grabbing his lube but decided against it as he used one hand on his balls and the other to jack his cock.

      His toes curled as he rubbed under the head of his erection and tugged on his testicles. “Fuck…”

      His mind conjured Bennett’s scent, and it was like he was there, urging Kieran on and ordering him to finish himself. As his cock erupted, he turned his head and tried to muffle his cries of Bennett’s name, hoping no one in the manor had caught the sound.

      Panting, he sucked in a deep breath and caught a hint of… bacon? Stumbling onto unsteady legs, he straightened his clothes, grimacing as his T-shirt stuck to the come on his stomach.

      The scent was stronger near his door, but when he listened, he couldn’t hear anyone out there. Cracking open the door, he saw a tray on the ground just outside with a sunflower in a vase and a covered plate, mug of coffee, and glass of orange juice.

      Bennett’s scent was also lingering in the air in the hall.

      Cheeks burning, Kieran snatched up the tray and brought it into his room, kicking the door shut behind him. Bennett had to have heard him masturbating—but had he heard the end where Kieran hadn’t been able to help calling out his name?

      He set the tray on the desk and paced away, chewing on his lower lip. How was he ever supposed to look B in the eyes again?

      His phone pinged on the nightstand, and he stared at it with apprehension stirring in his gut. Slowly, he approached and peeked at it. Yup, the message was from Bennett.

      He told himself his hand wasn’t shaking a little as he reached down and unlocked the screen.

      Bennett: Morning, sweetheart. Didn’t want to interrupt. *winking face emoji* I have a few errands to run, then I’ll be around the manor for the rest of the day. Please make sure you eat that whole plate.

      Scowling and red-faced, Kieran picked up the phone, intent on telling Bennett where to stick it, when another message came through.

      Bennett: For me. Please.

      “Dammit.” He felt his irritation washing away as he stared at those two messages, knowing without a doubt this is what life with Bennett Young would be like. He’d care for and pamper Kieran during the day… and own him at night.

      His stupid dick began to stir again, obviously already on board. But Bennett had been right yesterday. Was Kieran just reacting to everything that had happened since coming to Michigan? As exhausting as the Council hearings had been, until yesterday’s they hadn’t been overly stressful because no one had been openly hostile to him before. But could he really have reacted so strongly to his family’s words and actions that he just… latched on to Bennett because he was there?

      Framed like that, it seemed ridiculous. He was an adult, and he’d been taking care of himself for years, so the idea that he didn’t know what he wanted was a bit insulting.

      Before he could get riled up, he took a deep breath and remembered Bennett’s face and words in the middle of that field in Montana. Bennett hadn’t meant that Kieran didn’t know his own mind; no, he just wanted to make sure they both were on the same page.

      That once they moved forward, there would be no going back.

      And that was what he wasn’t sure of. That was what had stopped him from telling Bennett he was sure and inviting him to his room last night.

      Bennett hadn’t used the word mate, but that’s how it had sounded. And how could he be so sure he’d want Kieran as a mate for the rest of his life? He didn’t know Kieran, not really.

      Kieran had done his best to keep to himself for most of the time he’d been a member of the Kincaid Pack, so no one really knew him. Maybe Bennett was the one reacting to the stress of yesterday? He was protective of the pack to a fault, so maybe being unable to help Kieran during the hearing had triggered some sort of super strong response.

      Pacing back over to the desk, Kieran lifted the cover off the plate and stared at the scrambled egg whites and diced strawberries.

      The exact breakfast he’d ordered yesterday morning before they’d gone to the tribunal building.

      Sinking into the desk chair, he lifted the provided fork and speared a piece of fruit. Chewing, he stared at the sunflower.

      The fork hit the plate as realization rattled like a symbol in his brain.

      Bennett was wooing him.
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        * * *

      

      After checking on a few packmates and making the rounds to pack-run businesses, Bennett returned to the manor early in the afternoon with a spring still in his step and a grin on his face. He winked at José when he passed him in the entrance hall, making the beta do a double take from where he was looking at something on the front door tablet.

      He couldn’t help himself. He hadn’t meant to overhear anything salacious that morning, but when he’d learned Kieran hadn’t been down for breakfast yet, he’d seen an opportunity to show him what kind of mate he could be.

      His steps faltered on the stairs leading to the basement.

      Mate?

      Tiger shifters didn’t have mates. At least… that was what he’d been told growing up. But his dad was the only other tiger he knew, so could he really believe anything that piece of shit had said?

      “Yo, B, you joining us for sparring?” Nico called out as Bennett wandered into the gym, not even really aware how he’d gotten there.

      “Oh, uh, yeah. Definitely.” He nodded and headed to the small locker room to change into some cut-off sweats and a T-shirt with the sleeves removed, leaving gaping holes down to his waist.

      Stepping back into the gym, he noticed Nico was squaring off against Colt, and Fiona was doing one-arm chin ups off to the side while she scrolled through her phone with her other hand.

      “Seriously, Fi? Are you even challenging yourself when I’m not around?”

      She rolled her eyes and did some sort of fancy flip his huge body could never hope to accomplish. Benefits of being a bird shifter—she was much lighter on her feet than the rest of them.

      Tossing her phone onto a stack of towels, she grinned and held out her arms. “You want some of this?”

      While Fi wasn’t as small as Vanessa, she still was shorter than the male Enforcers and slimmer. But she—like V—didn’t pull any punches and could hold her own and then some.

      “Yeah, let’s do it,” he said, grinning and leading the way onto a mat next to where Nico and Colt were trading punches. Nico would throw in the occasional roundhouse kick just to piss Colt off.

      He spent the next half hour fighting at nearly full speed. He definitely got in more good hits, but Fi put him on his ass twice and temporarily had him in a headlock at one point. By the time he called it, they were both drenched in sweat and a little blood and breathing heavily.

      Nico and Colt were already done, both sitting on a stack of mats off to the side with their bottles of water. Colt was typing on his phone, and Nico reached over and grabbed Fi’s pink bottle from where it was sitting next to him and tossed it to her. Bennett jogged over to the small fridge where they kept the reusable bottles, the giant jug of water right next to it.

      Downing half his bottle, he turned to the others to find all three sets of eyes on him. “What?”

      Colt shrugged and looked away, but Nico and Fi exchanged looks of raised eyebrows before turning back to him.

      “Don’t ‘what’ us,” Nico said, noisily slapping the mat next to him. “Pop a squat and tell us what happened in Montana. Rick just said some shit went down and you’d fill us all in when you got back.”

      He shook his head. “We should wait for the Enforcer meeting so the others get the full story too.”

      Nico opened his mouth, obviously intent on trying to wheedle the information out of B, but he snapped his teeth together and looked past Bennett. He turned and saw Rick, V, Marcus, and Drake filing in.

      “Colt texted us. Said you were about to tell Nico everything about what happened in Montana,” Rick said, face unimpressed.

      B rolled his eyes and shot a glare at Colt, whose mouth barely twitched with a smile—which was like a full-blown grin for anyone else.

      “I was not.”

      “But since we’re all here!” Nico slapped the mat again, grinning even wider when Drake and V both chuckled and settled next to him.

      Marcus went and found an actual chair from somewhere, and Rick leaned against a wall, then waved his hand. “Start from the beginning.”

      So he did. He told them about how the hotel was booked when they got there, and all the Enforcers and the hunter Jerico had brought with him. He told them about not being allowed into the courtroom and having to watch Kieran go in by himself and then listen as his family told lie after lie about him.

      And then he told them—very briefly—about how McAllister had apparently threatened Kieran’s ex and gotten him to lie about their pillow talk on the record—thanks to Rick’s dad.

      Growls echoed off the walls, and Rick jerked forward. “How the fuck was that even allowed? Why did Garcia not stop that shit?”

      Bennett took a deep breath. Just talking about what Kieran had been forced to go through got him fired up again. “It sounded like he tried, but since your father wanted to hear—and there’s some bullshit rule that allows that—there wasn’t much Garcia could do. Basically, the Council and McAllisters put Kieran on trial since he was our evidence. So they had to make him seem like a liar.”

      “That’s fucking bullshit,” V snarled, jumping up and beginning to pace. “They can’t just do whatever the fuck they want!”

      Seven sets of eyes hit Marcus, and his cheeks pinkened just a little. His voice was level when he spoke though. “Technically, no. But in reality?”

      “Who’s going to stop them?” Drake muttered, absently rubbing at his shoulder that was missing an arm. “Most of them are powerful shifters in their own right. Add to that the witches and shifters in Mehko that are there to protect them?”

      “Pretty much untouchable,” Bennett finished.

      Shaking his head in disgust, Rick leaned back once more. “Finish your story.”

      When he lifted his brows at V, she just shook her head and kept pacing, apparently too wound up to sit back down. Bennett turned to the others and told them about busting into the courtroom and taking Kieran out of there while Jerico and his Enforcers chased after them.

      “So he was right to worry about getting dragged back to his father’s pack,” Bennett finished, crossing his arms.

      “We don’t know that the Council would have—” Marcus started, but groans from the others brought him up short. Coughing, he simply said, “I’m glad he wasn’t there alone.”

      Rick grunted and pushed off the wall. “We all are. I didn’t really think Jerico would try something out in the open like that though…”

      Bennett shook his head. “You didn’t see his face, Rick. He’d just beat a guilty verdict, yet he was furious when he realized we were slipping away.”

      Colt hummed under his breath and rose, extending a hand to Fi to help her up as well. “It’s personal for him.”

      Rick snarled. “He made it fucking personal when he came after my pack, spying on us and attacking Kai. If anyone gets to be enraged, it’s me.”

      “Maybe to him that was business as usual,” Fi piped up, unfazed by Rick’s anger, then jumped onto Colt’s back and ignored his grunt as she wrapped her arms and legs around him. “But his own son betraying him?”

      With those words, the two headed toward the locker room, only pausing long enough for Colt to clap Bennett on the shoulder. Nico and Vanessa headed out as well, Nico telling him he wished he’d seen Bennett go berserk on the Council and V saying she would have done the same.

      Drake, Rick, and Marcus lingered. Bennett drank some more water, avoiding Rick’s eyes.

      “Drake, go stash your clothes in a locker,” Rick murmured. Once he was gone, Rick walked up and gripped Bennett by the side of his neck. “I would have done the same, B. But you know this will only make things worse between us and the Council.”

      He jerked his head up and down, guilt eating at him for disappointing Rick. “I know I fucked up. You sent me to look out for him and to try and ease some tensions, and instead, I lost my shit and disrespected the Council in the process.”

      Rick tugged him forward until their foreheads were pressed together, and B sank into the comforting scent and feel of his alpha.

      “I’m not angry with you, but if you need to hear it, you’re forgiven.”

      Bennett shuddered. “Thank you.”

      As close as he and Rick were, pack dynamics were pack dynamics. His tiger didn’t give a shit that Bennett knew Rick would understand—all it knew was they’d messed things up for Rick and the pack. He’d tried to ignore his feelings of guilt since he’d driven away from the tribunal building, but of course Rick knew better.

      That was why he was the alpha.

      After a few more moments, Rick squeezed his neck, then stepped back. He turned to Marcus, who stood nearby but had his eyes politely averted. “I need information, Marcus. I need to know what the chances are that the Council will retaliate, what the most likely retribution will be if they do, and how we can protect ourselves and this town against them if they do.”

      Marcus dipped his chin. “Yes, Alpha. I’ll start looking into past cases right away.”

      Rick shook his head. “Give me your best guess now.”

      Audibly swallowing, Marcus’s eyes dropped to the floor in front of Rick’s feet. “It’s hard to say for certain, sir, but my best guess is they probably won’t do anything yet.”

      “Yet?” Drake asked, strolling back in without any clothes on.

      “The McAllister verdict was seven to six, meaning almost half of the Council found Kieran’s testimony compelling enough to vote guilty. Without more votes, the other seven probably don’t have enough pull to force the issue of retribution against the Kincaid Pack.”

      “Probably?” Bennett said. “You’re not instilling us with a lot of confidence here, man.”

      Marcus’s normally stoic face began to crack, frustration and fear bleeding through as he ran a hand through his thick red hair. “I just… I don’t know. In past instances I can think of where packs bucked the Council’s control, the Council came down hard to discourage others from even questioning their authority.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Drake muttered.

      “But,” Marcus continued, ignoring Drake’s comment, “all of those times the pack in question did things like send the head of the Council emissary back with a note saying they didn’t recognize the Council as leaders of shifter-kind.”

      “Wow, okay, so way worse than busting into a hearing and leaving before it was over.” That was a relief to hear, and Bennett started to relax until Marcus tilted his head slightly. “Oh god, what?”

      “Well, I know there was one time an alpha ignored a Council summons to a hearing, and they… removed him as alpha.”

      “Seriously?” Drake asked, his tanned face whitening. “They can do that just for ignoring a summons?”

      “Again, they were much different circumstances. That alpha was under investigation for raping and murdering multiple local women, I believe,” Marcus said.

      Sighing, Rick scrubbed at his face. “So what you’re saying is you don’t really know what they might do.”

      “No, Alpha. I can see if I can find a more similar instance in the Council’s digital archives, but that will take time. I do think we should try and… smooth things over with any Council members we can,” Marcus said slowly.

      Bennett grunted. “None of the seven who voted against us after that bullshit hearing will ever be our allies.”

      “But the other six either are or could be,” Rick said, voice firm, then he turned to Marcus. “Do what you can with the Council and have Nico and Jamie help you so you can get going into the archives.”

      Face hardening, Marcus said, “Sir, I think Nico and I can—”

      “Enough.” Rick’s voice reverberated through Bennett’s body, his alpha power lighting up B’s senses and rousing his tiger. “I found your avoidance of him amusing when it was only affecting the festival, but you need to get over your differences. You hear me? That shit won’t affect the pack.”

      Marcus’s jaw tightened as he nodded. “I understand. I apologize, Alpha.”

      He hurried away before anyone else could say anything. Once he was clear of the gym, Drake turned stormy eyes on Rick and B. “What the fuck happened between him and Jamie?”

      Raising his eyebrows, Bennett pressed his lips together to stop his smile. Anger and jealousy seeped into the air as Drake’s fist clenched at his side. Well, okay then.

      Rick rolled his eyes and gestured at the mat closest to him. “Nothing. They got into a spat because Jamie wanted to change something—and you know how Marcus is about change.”

      Visibly deflating, Drake rolled his shoulders and stepped onto the mat. “Oh. Okay.”

      “I’m going to head upstairs and find Kieran,” Bennett said, jogging toward the locker room to rinse off and change.

      “He isn’t there,” Drake called as he dropped to his knees. “Right before we came down here, Kai roped him into joining him and the pups and some others who were going to the pond as soon as Samantha got home.”

      He glanced at a clock on the wall opposite him. Samantha got picked up on Wednesdays right after school got out since she didn’t have tutoring, and that would have been almost fifteen minutes ago.

      Rick grinned. “Wanna stay and help me?”

      “Fine,” he said, sighing and heading back over.

      Drake was still on his knees, not seeming to have moved.

      Bennett threw a look at Rick. “He usually take this long to get the courage up to shift?”

      Snarling, Drake’s head whipped around. “Fuck you. This isn’t as easy as it used to be, asshole.”

      Bennett smiled gently, scenting Drake’s fear in the air. “Which is why you’re practicing in a safe space with two powerful shifters watching over you.”

      Rick elbowed Bennett in the ribs. “Be quiet or he’ll try and distract you and himself for half an hour.”

      Miming zipping his lips, Bennett mirrored Rick’s relaxed stance with hands clasped behind his back.

      Taking several deep breaths, Drake threw himself forward onto his hand with a yelp, body beginning to change. But it was slow… and painful.

      After several minutes without much to show for it, Bennett moved in front of Drake and crouched so they were almost nose to nose.

      “It’s okay, D. Quit fighting him,” he murmured, shooting a worried glance at Rick and seeing the same expression on his face.

      “It’s not me,” Drake gasped out, claws extending and retracting from his fingers. He moaned as his spine arched and shifted, then went back to normal. “He’s scared. Thinks he won’t be able to defend us anymore.”

      “You been watching those videos of the three-legged animals like I suggested?” Bennett asked.

      Drake coughed out a laugh. “Yeah, hasn’t helped.”

      Rick knelt next to Drake’s heaving body and placed a hand on his sweat-drenched back. “Okay, we’re going to try something different since you’re both still afraid.”

      Drake’s eyes darted over. “Wasn’t hiding that very well, was I?”

      One side of Rick’s mouth tipped up. “It’s alright. It’s a big change for you both, but it doesn’t make you helpless.”

      “And you aren’t alone,” Bennett murmured, sitting back on his heels as Drake exhaled and finally stopped trying to force the shift.

      Rick shook his head and slid his hand up to squeeze the back of Drake’s neck. “No, never that.”
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      “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Tashmica muttered behind them as she swatted at a mosquito.

      Kieran held in a laugh. He wasn’t looking to get cursed. “I don’t know how he talked me into it either. I was perfectly happy basking in the sun at the manor.”

      “I was doing inventory at the shop,” Tashmica added.

      Jess laughed, then slapped a hand over her mouth, giving Tash big, sorrowful eyes.

      “Hmm. Well, I was supervising as others did inventory.” Tash’s mouth twitched in a smile as Callie ran past them shrieking when the pond came into view. “Though with my help playing hooky…”

      “I asked!” Jess said, trying to maintain a serious face, then dissolved into giggles. “Okay, I asked as I was caught trying to sneak out the back of the shop.”

      Kai laughed as he crouched to let Henry drop off his back, then helped him get closer to the water’s edge so he could splash a little. Callie was already in the water, the too big T-shirt Kai had made her wear for the trek through the woods thrown haphazardly over a bush.

      “You all are here because I asked you to be and I am—” He gestured at Kieran.

      Grinning, he supplied, “The alpha-mate.”

      “Exactly. And I wanted us all to have a few hours of relaxation before things gear up for the festival in two weeks.”

      Samantha shook her head at her brother, then stepped back into a group of trees. A moment later, a white wolf darted out and leapt into the water, much to Callie’s delight.

      “Yay! Sissy wolf!” she shrieked, doggy paddling to where Samantha had just popped up and wrapping her arms around Samantha’s neck.

      “Callie, don’t drown her,” Kai called, and everyone laughed. “Yeah, yeah, I know Sammi can handle it.”

      Sure enough, Samantha paddled the two of them around the pond, yipping every once in a while in response to Callie’s nonstop chatter. Henry had plopped down in the wet sand and was tugging at the bag Kai held that contained his floaties.

      Jess and Tashmica pulled off their overclothes, revealing swimsuits underneath. Jess hurried over and helped Kai with Henry, then carried the little boy into the water. Laying out a beach towel in the grass farther away from the shore, Tashmica dug in her bag until she pulled out sunblock and started slathering it on.

      When she caught Kieran staring, she gave him an unimpressed look. “Black people can get skin cancer too.”

      “What? Oh, no, that’s not why…” He felt his cheeks heating and cleared his throat, then grimaced. “Sorry, no. I was just thinking about how many non-shifter members Rick has in this pack. Of course you and Jess need sunscreen—you’re essentially human.”

      She didn’t say anything for a few minutes as she finished, then she reached into her bag once more and pulled out another towel.

      Though he could have sworn it had been empty…

      “Um, thanks.” He took it and laid it out. Before he sat, he paused and fingered the hem of his T-shirt, then decided against it and left it on. Kai had lent him a pair of Rick’s shorts, and he’d grabbed one of his sleeping shirts to go with them.

      “Your father’s pack doesn’t have many human members?” Tashmica asked, seemingly out of the blue after they’d both lain back on their towels.

      “None. Only wolves.”

      “Only wolves? Hmm, that’s old school. Most packs can’t survive without at least some integration,” Tashmica said, her voice oddly soothing. “Rick’s assistant comes from a pack of only birds, but they have many different kinds of birds within it.”

      Kieran shrugged and settled into the soft grass a little more, letting his eyes fall shut. “It’s sad. I remember how large the pack was when I was young and now… it’s dwindling down to nothing.”

      They stayed silent for a while after that, the joyful sounds of the kids, Kai, and Jess playing in the water a soothing background noise.

      “I had a premonition about you yesterday.”

      Kieran’s eyes popped open. He turned his head, but he could only make out the side of Tashmica’s face. “What? I didn’t know you were a seer…”

      “Oh, I’m not. But one of my active powers is premonitions,” she said. Her voice was so calm they could have been talking about how sunny the day was.

      He wanted to ask about what she’d seen, but he was also scared to after Jess’s vision the other day. “One of them?”

      She chuckled. “Don’t you know it’s impolite to ask a witch about her powers?”

      Blanching, he said, “Oh no, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

      She patted his arm. “It’s alright, sweet pea. I know you didn’t. But many of us consider it very rude, so be careful in the future.”

      “Right, of course. Sorry.” Looking back up at the sky, he suddenly couldn’t feel the heat of the sun, a chill filling his soul.

      “Would you like me to tell you what I saw?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure,” he whispered, then turned to look at her again. “Do they… Do they always come true?”

      She sat up on her elbows and removed her sunglasses, pushing them up into her curly hair. Looking over at him, she gave him a sympathetic look. “Mine do, but it isn’t always easy to tell what they mean without context. If you don’t want to know, I won’t tell you, and I don’t plan on telling Rick or anyone else either.”

      Kieran’s eyes darted toward the water.

      “They can’t hear us right now,” she said and winked, pulling a small piece of cloth that was tied shut from her bag. “Hex bag to stop pesky shifters from eavesdropping.”

      He stared at the bag, then looked back at the others and blurted out, “Kai smells like farts.”

      Throwing back her head, she laughed, but Kai didn’t react at all.

      “Wow, okay, that’s really cool.” He thought about her words. Would it help to know something without context? It seemed like it would be very easy to misinterpret things, though he knew Tashmica was probably an expert at deciphering her premonitions. Especially considering she was helping Jess interpret her visions now. Taking a deep breath, he made a decision. “Tell me. Please.”

      She nodded and met his eyes as she said, “I saw you in a car that was driving away from the pack, but I couldn’t tell if anyone else was with you.”

      “What? That can’t be…” He shook his head, shoving his hands into his hair and pulling at the strands. “No, I wouldn’t just leave. I’d never abandon Rick or Kai or Ben—”

      He bit his lip, but her knowing eyes said he wasn’t fooling her. “I didn’t say you abandoned us. I said you were in a car that left.”

      Kieran shook his head again, thoughts whirling. “I don’t understand… Where would I go?” A sudden thought made his stomach drop like it was filled with cement. “Was I… Was I being expelled?”

      “Listen,” she said, sitting cross-legged on her towel and facing him head-on. “There was no indication when this would happen or that Rick was kicking you out. Try not to jump to conclusions. Maybe you were just going home for a visit.”

      Kieran snorted.

      She shrugged and spread her hands out. “Without more details, we can’t know, but the goddess thought it was important enough to send me the vision. Just keep in mind: information without context can be very dangerous.”

      “Well, why did you—"

      A noise in the trees caught his attention, his gaze narrowing on the spot it was coming from. The wind was blowing the wrong way for him to scent whoever it was.

      “Stop the hex bag,” he said, already moving toward the water but not sure how far the range was. He heard her mutter a few words. “Kai, Jess! Someone’s here.”

      Samantha still had Callie on her back and immediately swam away from where the noise was coming. Kai took Henry from Jess and got behind her as she held up her hands, face fierce.

      Tashmica darted over to stand next to him, fire held in her palm.

      Dropping his fangs and extending his claws, Kieran let out a howl to call to his pack.

      His alpha’s howl responded from just ahead.

      “It’s Rick,” he announced, more for Jess and Tash’s benefit than the other shifters. He relaxed his stance just as Rick, Bennett, and a three-legged cougar came into view. The cougar was hobbling, very unsteady on its one front leg, but Bennett and Rick stayed right beside Drake, keeping the same pace.

      “Who did you think it was in the middle of pack territory?” Bennett asked, confusion creasing his brow.

      Kieran dropped his gaze to the ground, heat filling his cheeks. “No one. Guess I’m just still jumpy from Montana.”

      The look Bennett gave him let him know he’d be talking to him later, but he refocused on Drake, who’d stopped next to Kieran and Tash’s towels and sat on his haunches, sides heaving.

      “You did well,” Rick said, rubbing at Drake’s ears and neck. A loud purring filled the air, and everyone smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Kieran was staring at Cathy’s computer at the clinic, trying to figure out how someone had managed to mess up the schedule for the next month so badly when he’d only been gone a few days. Or that’s what he was trying to focus on. Mostly, he was thinking about Tashmica’s premonition.

      No matter what she said, he knew something bad must be coming for him to leave the pack like that.

      Another voice kept whispering in his head that he hadn’t been leaving by choice. Would something happen that would cause Rick to grow tired of taking care of Kieran? He had given so little back to the pack compared to the time and resources he’d taken. Maybe Rick would decide he wasn’t actually worth the effort.

      “Hey.”

      Jerking his head around, he nearly gave himself whiplash. He grimaced at Samantha, then did a double take. “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in school?”

      She frowned as she walked closer to him, her knee-length sundress swishing around her legs. She looked so grown up sometimes, then he’d catch her whining at her brother about having to do homework.

      “It’s four o’clock,” she said, smiling as she pulled a chair over to sit at the end of his desk. “Lose track of time?”

      Scrubbing at his face, then running a hand through his hair, he could only nod as he leaned back in his chair. “Yeah, I guess I did.”

      “Doc said you could call it a day if you wanted.” Her smile was widening in that way that told him she was up to something.

      “And why would he tell you that?”

      She shrugged and blushed a little. “I maybe asked him if you could be done?”

      Worried, he leaned forward and grabbed one of her hands. “Are you okay?”

      Her smile was softer and more natural that time as she clasped his hand between both of hers. “I’m fine. I wanted to talk to you though. Would you come get ice cream with me?”

      Surprised but also a little pleased she deemed him worthy of special trips to the ice cream parlor for private chats, he nodded and extracted his hand so he could shut the computer down. He’d fixed the schedule for the next week, and he’d worry about the rest of the month on Monday.

      “Will you tease me if I get lemon again?” he asked as he stood and straightened everything on the desk.

      “Of course not.” Her wink told him she was lying, but he grinned and followed her out anyway.

      Ten minutes later, they had their treats and were seated at the same table outside as before. The shop was much slower at that time of day, though he suspected it would start picking up shortly.

      They ate in silence for a little while, then Kieran asked, “Did you want to talk about your tutor or Vanessa?”

      Samantha’s face froze, then her eyes darted up and her cheeks flushed a harsh red. “Why would you…”

      Fucking hell. “Shit, I’m sorry. I just—I assumed when you said you wanted to talk that you meant about someone you… you know… have a crush on…”

      The horror on her face made it very clear that was not what she’d wanted to talk about. “Oh my god, is it really so obvious I have a crush on her?”

      “Um…” He didn’t want to lie, but it was pretty hard to keep those things secret around a bunch of shifters.

      “Oh my god!” Samantha set her cup of ice cream aside and sank her head onto her folded arms on the table. “I can never talk to her again!”

      Someone walking by gave them a weird look, but Kieran ignored them. “Sweetie, it’s fine! You can’t help who you are attract—”

      “Oh god! Don’t say it!”

      “I mean, it’s completely natural. And since we can… tell certain things,” he said delicately, “you can’t hide something like that around the, uh, manor.”

      “God, I’m such a loser,” she muttered.

      Anger lit up his veins, and he slapped the table between them before he could stop himself. She jumped and raised her head, eyes wide and mouth gaping.

      “You are not a loser,” he said fiercely. “You are amazing and wonderful, and one day you will find someone who sees the real you and not the pretend face you show to the world. And then they’ll help you learn that you are more than the crap you’ve been told—”

      He sucked in a breath.

      Okay, that might have gotten a little more personal than he’d intended. Her sad smile caused him to flush that time, but he persevered, trying to make his point and make her feel better.

      “My point is, even if neither Vanessa or your tutor return your feelings, you will find someone who will one day,” he said gently, hating himself a little when she flinched and dropped her eyes. “When you least expect it, you’ll find someone who you’ll think about constantly, and they’ll feel the same, and then you can come talk to me, okay?”

      She nodded without looking up. “I’m still so embarrassed that everyone knows. Especially when there is no way either of them could ever really like someone like me.”

      “‘Someone like you’ better mean ‘too young to date,’ young lady, and not ‘I’m not good enough.’ Because I will start my speech over and embarrass us both again.”

      Chuckling softly, she finally met his eyes. “Do you think V’s straight?”

      Kieran made a face. “I’d never presume to know her orientation without her telling me.” He picked up his poor abandoned ice cream.

      “‘Never presume,’” she mimicked, eating a bite of her own. “You were doing so well up until that.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I can work on not being a stick-in-the-mud and still being respectful.”

      After they’d both finished their ice cream, he looked at her expectantly.

      “If you didn’t ask me here to talk about you…”

      She picked at her cuticles, mouth twisting in thought. “I just… I wanted to let you know you can talk to me about… bad things that happened before you got here.” Her eyes darted up to meet his, then dropped to her fingers again. “I know what it’s like. To be scared all the time.”

      His lungs were frozen in his chest. He’d been so consumed with everything else, he’d forgotten about Samantha, Kai, and Jess seeing his scars before their last trip to the ice cream shop. More than that though… she’d never talked to him about what had happened to her and her siblings.

      Taking a few shallow breaths, he managed to croak out, “Thank you, but we don’t have to do that. I know you probably don’t want to talk about your experience any more than I do.”

      Hoping that was the end of it, he started to stand, but her voice stopped him.

      “Rick found someone for us to talk to.”

      Kieran fell back into the hard metal chair. “A therapist?”

      She nodded, then tucked her hair back behind her ears. “Yeah, she’s really nice, and… it’s helped. Having someone to just talk to and not worry she’s judging me.”

      “Samantha…”

      “No, I know now most of the pack wouldn’t be like that. But when I first got here…” She held his gaze, her eyes filling with fire. “I was so damn angry. At my parents, at Rick… at Kai. I couldn’t seem to do anything without those feelings erupting everywhere.”

      He moved to a chair closer and laid a hand on her shoulder, barely making contact. “I’m glad you don’t feel that way anymore. Anger will eat you alive from the inside.”

      He’d seen it happen with his father and some of his Enforcers. Becoming so consumed with their rage they couldn’t experience anything else.

      She ran her palms over her thighs. “Yeah, I feel better. Though I get angry sometimes still, but Dr. Goulding has given me some things to do to help when I feel like that.”

      “That’s good.”

      She looked up at him. “I’m not saying you have to go see her, but you can talk to me if you want.”

      He opened his mouth, not even sure what he was going to say, but she rushed on.

      “And you don’t have to hide your scars. No one will look at you differently for having them.” Her face scrunched up. “And if they do, I’ll sic V on them.”

      He chuckled, but the sound was wet with his unshed tears. “You are so special,” he murmured. “Thank you for being my friend.”

      She wiped under her eyes and sniffed. “We’re each other’s friend. You don’t have to thank me.”

      He disagreed, but he just nodded.

      Clearing her throat, she said, “I also wanted to know why you never come to movie nights if you like watching them so much?”

      He jerked back, completely caught off guard. “Oh, um, well… I’m never invited. Plus, I know it’s usually family time, and I don’t want to intrude on that.”

      She rolled her eyes and pulled out her phone. “Don’t be ridiculous.” A moment later, she nodded and stood. “Let’s go. If we don’t get back soon, Kai will let Callie pick the movie, and trust me when I say you don’t want that to be your first experience with Kincaid Manor Movie Night.”

      Before he could come up with a response, she was moving through the tables and chairs. He scrambled to catch up, a silly grin plastered on his face.
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      Late Friday evening, Bennett returned to his house after bringing some groceries to a couple of elderly packmates. He was tired from the events of the week and worried about Kieran.

      He couldn’t help but wonder why Kieran was hesitating about coming to Bennett for what they both wanted. The kiss they’d shared outside the courtroom had revealed there was much more between them than a moment of opportunity.

      And he’d prove it, if the stubborn wolf would just give him the chance.

      Over the years as the pack had grown and thrived, more than one packmate had expressed interest in mating with Bennett, but he’d politely declined them all. He’d lived most of his life assuming he’d never have a mate like a lot of the other shifters around him because of what his father had said. But he’d also never felt even the tiniest pull toward another person like others described. Hell, when Rick had met Kai, it had been obvious to everyone around them that the two felt more than just a simple attraction toward each other.

      B didn’t know that he bought into the fairy tale shifter parents told their kids about finding their one true mate, but when he’d met Kieran McAllister, something had… shifted inside of him. It was hard to explain or understand, but it was what had kept him from completely moving on when Kieran had snubbed his offers of help.

      But now that he knew more about Kieran and what he’d been through… Fuck, he just wanted to lay Kieran out on his plush pillows in his sunroom and hand-feed him pieces of meat and fruit between rounds of worshipping his body.

      Was that too much to ask?

      Standing in his sunroom, he could picture Kieran’s lean body stretched taut in the throes of pleasure. But was Kieran too afraid to take that last step?

      He stayed in the back of his house for a long time, ruminating on whether he should talk to Kieran or if that would make him feel pressured, until the sun had completely set and he was left standing in the dark.

      A sharp knock on his front door brought his head around.

      The door opened, and Rick’s voice called, “Put some clothes on, B. I’m not drinking this useless human beer and looking at your dick all night.”

      “Why would I be naked if there’s no sun to lie in?” he grumbled, then frowned and strode toward the front of the house, following Rick’s footsteps into his living room. “Did we have plans? And why the hell did you bring beer?”

      Entering the living room, he watched as Rick kicked back in one of his recliners and popped the top off a bottle, a few lamps already switched on. “Because this is a beer and… bros night?”

      “I’m sorry, it’s a what now?”

      Rick shrugged one huge shoulder as he slugged back some of his drink. “I don’t even know. You’ll have to ask Kai.”

      At least the beer smelled good. Some human alcohol smelled so awful he could barely stand it. Bennett picked up a bottle and examined it, noting it was from a local microbrewery. He was still confused though. “Kai thought we needed a… bros night?”

      “I guess.” Rick shrugged again, then raised a brow. “You going to sit down?”

      He shuffled over to his couch and sank into the wide, comfortable cushion, opening his drink and trying it. “We see each other all the time though.”

      “He said work time isn’t the same. Honestly, I think he just wanted me out of the manor so he could bogart the den for their impromptu movie night.”

      Relaxing back, B sipped his beer and eyed Rick. “You let your mate banish you from your own home?”

      Rick smirked. “I told him he’d be making it up to me later.”

      B pretended to gag. “Ugh, poor Kai.”

      They sat in silence for a few minutes. Bennett was reluctant to talk about Kieran, knowing Rick would have opinions about B’s approach to wooing.

      Eventually, Rick said, “So I know things got crazy in Montana, but did you get a chance before they did to ask Kieran about him losing control or fainting or whatever that was?”

      Bennett grimaced. “No. I was going to Monday night at the hotel, but after talking to Marcus and realizing we needed to come up with an exit strategy… I never circled back around to it.”

      Rick didn’t seem surprised, just nodded and sipped his bottle. “I have an idea of what’s happening, but let’s call Doc and see what he thinks too, okay?”

      Pulling out his phone, Rick dialed and put the call on speaker. They explained the two instances they knew about—after Kieran attacked Alpha Williams’s son and when he panicked in Jamie’s office.

      “Have you seen him having any issues at the clinic?” Rick finished by asking.

      Doc huffed but didn’t answer right away, and Bennett shot a worried look at Rick. Doc would have told them if something had happened, right?

      “I haven’t noticed anything like that, no, but I’ll keep a closer eye on him and have my nurse check in on him regularly,” Doc finally said. “Without doing an exam or asking him some more questions, I’d only be guessing about what happened…”

      When he didn’t finish, Rick leaned forward with a grimace so he was closer to where his phone rested on the table between them. “Carter, it’s okay. You can say it. I know we messed up, that I messed up.”

      B’s heart tugged at Doc’s sad sigh.

      “His wolf went too long without a strong enough pack connection probably. Now, when he taps into his wolf for a partial shift or experiences a high level of emotion that agitates his wolf, it exhausts him,” Doc said, his voice sad.

      “Fucking hell,” B growled and pushed to his feet, running a hand over his smooth scalp. “I knew we hadn’t done a good enough job at making sure he felt welcome this summer, but… fuck. His wolf is weakened?” He met Rick’s worried eyes. “Can he… Doc, can he die from this?”

      He could barely choke out the words, the idea was so abhorrent. He couldn’t lose him so soon…

      “If he’d continued as he was, yes. But he’s already making stronger bonds.” Doc paused, then asked, “Did he say anything about his wolf when he approached you about finding a job?”

      “No,” Rick said. “Do you think that’s why he wanted one? To find someone outside the manor to bond with?”

      “Maybe not consciously… How’s his appetite?”

      Bennett snorted. “Horrible. It’s gotten a little better, but before he started working for you, I caught him lying about eating meals.”

      Doc grunted. “Yeah, okay. I think that’s definitely what’s going on then. Kai mentioned when I spoke to him, before Kieran started, that you guys thought he might be pining for someone. My guess is it wasn’t someone but something. He was pining for a pack, and his wolf started wasting away.”

      Wasting. Away.

      “What do we do for him?” Rick murmured, his eyes tracking Bennett as he paced.

      “Keep including him in pack things, make sure he comes to work, and that he’s eating enough. And increasing physical contact will help.” There was a faint tapping noise that sounded like Doc was drumming his fingers on a table or something. “I’ll talk with Tashmica about seeing if she can help me come up with an herbal blend to bolster his wolf. I’d be surprised if he could do a full shift right now, and that’s dangerous.”

      “Jesus.” B froze with his back to Rick and the phone. He crossed his arms over his chest tightly, trying to take a few deep breaths. His tiger wanted him to go and find Kieran and drag him back to B’s house to protect him and care for him and—

      “B?” Rick’s large presence was right behind him. He’d barely noticed Rick hanging up with Doc or approaching.

      Clearing his throat and ignoring the lurch in his heart, he turned and forced a small smile. “I’m fine.”

      “Bullshit, but I understand why you aren’t. We’ll get him taken care of though. Before you know it, he’ll be strong as hell again.”

      Nodding, he swallowed. “It kills me that we let ourselves get so distracted by the Council and some bullshit enemy that we had no clue Kieran almost… wasted away, Rick. Right under our noses.”

      What if they hadn’t caught it in time? What if Kieran hadn’t followed his instincts to get out and around the pack more?

      Rick’s warm hand landed on the side of his neck. “But he didn’t. Don’t do this to yourself. I played this game with Kai and the pups, asking myself over and over how I could have been so disconnected from my pack to miss their suffering.”

      “Rick—”

      “Listen to me. We can’t know everything, even with our enhanced senses.” Rick pressed their foreheads together. “We fuck up and make mistakes, but we can fix those. And as long as we learn from them, that’s the best we can hope for.”

      Bennett choked on a wet laugh and went in for a hug, embracing his best friend, his alpha. “When the fuck did you get so wise?”

      “It’s probably the beer.”
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        * * *

      

      Sunday afternoon, Bennett stood behind the chair Rick was relaxing in, his back braced against the edge of a bookshelf as they waited for Kieran to join them. Tashmica and Doc sat on the couch next to Rick, a large pouch resting in the palm of one of Tash’s hands. He’d been pleasantly surprised when the two had shown up twenty minutes ago and said they had something to help Kieran.

      He heard Kieran’s steady footfalls approaching in the hall and pushed off the bookshelf. He wasn’t going to let him walk in and feel ambushed. Stepping out of the library, he grinned as Kieran stumbled to a halt.

      “Oh, hey.” Brows furrowing, he glanced past Bennett toward the closed library door. “Is Rick ready for me? He texted and said to come up.”

      “Yeah, but come here a second.” Bennett held out his hand and practically purred out loud when Kieran didn’t hesitate to lace their fingers together or follow Bennett down the hallway.

      Once they rounded a corner, he stopped and turned to face Kieran, snagging his other hand and squeezing his fingers. The shy smile on Kieran’s face pleased Bennett to no end.

      “How are you feeling today?” He hadn’t meant to ask that, but he couldn’t stop himself either.

      “Fine? Why? Is something wrong?”

      He started to shake his head but stopped himself. “Tashmica and Doc brought something for you.”

      Kieran’s fingers twitched. “For me?”

      “Sweetheart, we know your wolf is weak right now, but—”

      Face flushing and the scent of anger filling the air, Kieran jerked his hands free from Bennett’s hold. “I am not—”

      “Stop.”

      Jaw snapping shut, Kieran crossed his arms and lifted his chin.

      So damn stubborn. Bennett stepped into Kieran’s space until he was backed against the wall, hitting it with a soft thump and arms coming down to splay beside him. He gently cupped Kieran’s jaw and met his fierce brown eyes head-on.

      “It is not your fault. It’s our fault… It’s my fault.” His chest tightened as he thought once more about how close he had come to losing Kieran before he even got a chance to know him. His fingertips pressed into Kieran’s warm tan skin, and the furrow between his dark brows smoothed.

      “Bennett—”

      “No, it is. I should have dragged your sexy ass out of that room of yours after the first week. I let you isolate yourself, and you and your wolf have suffered because of it.” He slid one hand down to Kieran’s neck and leaned in to rub his face against his smooth skin. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I should have realized what was happening sooner. Can you forgive me?”

      “There’s… Fuck, Bennett.” Kieran moaned and tilted his head as much as he could as Bennett ran his lips over his skin from his temple to the corner of his mouth. “There’s nothing to forgive. Things never got that bad.”

      Scoffing, Bennett leaned back a little. “Baby, can you even shift right now?”

      Color suffused Kieran’s cheeks as he looked away. “I… I haven’t tried.”

      “Can you feel your wolf?”

      “Yeah.” Kieran’s lips pressed together. “He’s… quieter though. Sometimes it takes a minute for me to feel him.”

      His poor, sweet wolf. Leaning back in, he pressed his lips into Kieran’s throat. “Thank you for telling me.”

      Kieran gasped. “Y-You’re welcome.”

      Bennett hummed and resisted the urge to lick Kieran’s skin. “Let’s go in and get the herbs Tash and Doc have for you, then I want you to tell me what was bothering you at the pond the other day.”

      He probably didn’t even need supernatural hearing to catch the uptick in Kieran’s heartbeat. Pressing one more quick kiss onto Kieran’s bobbing Adam’s apple, he pulled back, grabbed one of Kieran’s hands, and tugged him toward the library.

      Pushing into the room, he was surprised to see Doc was gone. He threw a questioning look at Rick as he led Kieran to the now empty couch, Tash having moved to the armchair next to Rick. She was grinning at Kieran as she held out the pouch that smelled like lavender and a bunch of other things Bennett couldn’t place.

      “Here, darling. Steep about a tablespoon of this mixture into some hot water twice a day, and you’ll start feeling better pretty quickly.”

      Kieran accepted the cloth baggie but wrinkled his nose a little at the smell. “Is it a potion or something?”

      She tilted her hand back and forth in front of her, bright red nails catching Bennett’s attention for a split second. “Or something. Doc and I brainstormed on different elements that would help strengthen your wolf and your connection to him, and this is what we came up with. When you finish that bag, I want you to come down to the shop, and I’ll check you over, okay?”

      Kieran nodded but kept his eyes on the pouch in his lap. “Thank you, Tash.”

      Smiling, Tash tapped her nails on the arm of her chair, her eyes staying on Kieran. When he looked up and cocked his head at her in question, she laughed a little. “Sorry, my mind wandered a bit about the new problem we discovered yesterday.”

      Kieran looked around at Rick and Bennett, brows pinched in confusion. “What happened? I was in the manor all day yesterday and didn’t notice anything.”

      There was a heavy pause, then Rick said, “An uninvited guest crossed into my territory.”

      A racing heart filled the room. Kieran whispered, “My father?”

      For a moment, Bennett was surprised, then he called himself seven kinds of idiot and wrapped an arm around Kieran’s shoulders. Of course he’d be worried about that. His father had literally chased them out of the tribunal building looking half-crazed. He’d been harassing Kieran by phone and text for months. He’d be silly not to be worried.

      “No,” Tashmica said firmly. “Whoever it is, they aren’t a shifter. I can tell that much, but they were coated in magic.”

      Bennett and Rick were pretty sure it was the hunter from Montana. None of the shifters could track the person because there was no scent, but Damien was having some success in using a spell to track the magic protecting them. Whoever they were, they were moving fast around the territory, but it was obvious they were zeroing in on the manor. He and Rick had increased the number of betas on patrol around the house’s perimeter, and they were starting sweeps through the territory later that day.

      “Until we catch them,” Rick said, drawing Kieran’s attention back to him, “I don’t want anyone from the manor going anywhere alone, okay? Have an Enforcer or beta drive you to the clinic this week and pick you up.”

      Nodding, Kieran nibbled on his lower lip and focused on the ground in front of Rick. Bennett wanted to know what he was thinking but decided not to push in front of Tash and Rick. He did gently move his hand to the back of Kieran’s neck and give it a squeeze though.

      “It’s someone my father sent though, right?” Kieran finally said.

      Rick and Bennett exchanged glances, but it was Tashmica who answered. “We don’t know that for sure, but…” She sent a questioning look to Rick, and he nodded. “With the way the warding around the territory works, if this person had violent intentions toward someone in the pack, they would have been stopped from entering. A large group or a powerful witch could maybe force their way through, but it would injure them, and I would have known right away. This person, whoever they are, slipped past the warding easily enough, and I only became aware of them in the territory afterward when they tripped another spell closer to the manor.”

      “The point is,” Rick said, “be careful while out and about, but don’t worry too much. Damien will catch up with them soon enough, and we’ll find out what they’re doing here.”

      Standing, Kieran nodded and moved toward the door but stopped only a couple of feet away, pouch clutched tightly in one fist. “I understand, but I think I should try calling my father to see if it is someone he sent. Maybe the magic coating them tricked the warding—”

      “Absolutely not,” Rick growled as he stood as well.

      Bennett appreciated him denying Kieran’s suggestion, but he wasn’t happy about the aggressive tone or stance. He slowly stood too, staying just behind Kieran in case he needed to intervene.

      “Alpha, this might be the only way to find out if he has something planned. He was so angry in Montana. You didn’t see him.”

      “He wouldn’t tell you,” Rick said, his voice softening as he stepped closer and placed a hand on Kieran’s shoulder. “And I won’t stand by and listen as he spews his hateful, bullshit ideas at you over the phone. Not happening.”

      Kieran’s shoulders relaxed a little. “Okay, Alpha.”
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      After spending most of the week drinking his potion tea and fretting about his father, the unknown intruder, and the possibility of getting kicked out of the pack, Kieran was glad to have something other than the clinic to distract him on Friday. Most days, he could get his work there done while still stressing about everything else, but when he worked on festival things with Kai and Jess, their loud and warm personalities sucked him in and eased his worries.

      He’d taken the day off at the clinic so he could focus all weekend on helping button up the few remaining details before the following week’s festivities. While the Harvest Moon fell on the full moon closest to the fall equinox, the humans in the town didn’t know that was the reason behind the festival dates changing each year. The humans had begun planning their own events during the festival, but the committee that organized it was run by the pack.

      Not that the humans knew that either.

      Which is why Kieran was on the phone with a pushy human by the name of Karen for the third time in as many days. Honestly, he wasn’t even sure how she’d gotten his phone number, though he suspected Kai might have pawned her off on him. As far as he could tell, this was the first year she’d helped with the festival at all, and she wasn’t even on the committee.

      But she had lots of opinions she felt the need to express to him.

      “No, I understand what you’re saying,” he finally said, interrupting her so she didn’t repeat herself for the third time. “However, not only is it too late to change when the festival begins, but the committee would never approve that. The Harvest Festival begins the evening of the Harvest Moon, Karen, which is a Thursday this year. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      “But the kids have school the next—”

      “All activities geared toward school-aged children won’t begin until four o’clock on Friday.” He’d been over this with her so many times he wanted to pull his hair out. He was sitting at the kitchen table with a laptop open to a spreadsheet, a half-eaten sandwich sitting at his elbow, and a growing headache. He rubbed at his forehead. “Did you receive your informational packet?”

      He heard her make a noise that could only be described as a harrumph, and then she said, “Yes, that young woman dropped it off an hour ago.”

      You know her name, you twit. “Great, so if you have any questions about your activities—either the Friday-night hayride or the pie-eating contest on Saturday—please don’t hesitate to let me know.”

      “Well, I think next year we should—”

      “Any changes to the festival will have to be brought up at a committee meeting… next year. Thank you. Have a great day.” He hung up while she was still sputtering. Chuckling across the room made him blush a little, but he pretended to glare at Ms. Beth. “This woman is driving me crazy.”

      “I can tell, dear.” She tapped at the tablet in her hand as she opened the fridge and peered inside. “You’re doing a great job with the festival though, so don’t let her dissuade you from helping next year.”

      Next year.

      It was so strange to think about having things to look forward to. Traditions to celebrate with the pack and friends to spend time with. He hadn’t had friends in such a long time.

      Will I even still be here?

      “I think I’ve got my list all set, so I’m going to head out to the store,” Ms. Beth said, interrupting his train of thought and heading for the kitchen door.

      Narrowing his eyes, he shook his head. “Not without an escort you aren’t.”

      “Dear, that’s sweet of you to worry, but it’s not necessary—”

      The kitchen door swung open, and Kieran laughed at how quickly Beth snapped her mouth shut at the sight of her daughter and Bennett. Based on their unamused expressions though, they’d heard her from out in the hall.

      “Mom, seriously? Again?” Vanessa said, planting her hands on her hips and glaring. “Do not make me assign a beta to you as a permanent shadow.”

      Sighing, Beth crossed her arms. “I just think it’s too much fuss. Why would anyone target me with all of you around? As many eyes as possible should be on Rick and Kai and the pups.”

      Vanessa stomped closer to her mom, but Bennett stepped in front of Kieran, blocking his view and distracting him. He could hear V and Beth’s lowered voices, but he couldn’t focus on them with Bennett’s scent overpowering his senses.

      “Why haven’t you finished your sandwich?” B murmured, cupping Kieran’s chin and lifting his head to meet his concerned gaze. “Is your appetite still off, sweetheart? Maybe we should go talk to Tash now instead of waiting until you’re out of herbs.”

      He couldn’t help but smile at Bennett’s concern. Whereas it used to make him feel like B didn’t see him as a competent adult, capable of taking care of himself, now he knew how integral taking care of others was for him. Bennett took care of everyone around him, probably to the point of neglecting himself.

      “I got interrupted, that’s all. I was just about to finish it.” He inhaled deeper, pulling Bennett into his lungs. “And I told you I don’t have time to go and see her. I feel fine, my wolf strong.”

      “Baby, you’re going.” Bennett sank onto the padded bench Kieran was sitting on and scooched in close. He brought his hand back up and gripped the side of Kieran’s neck, his thumb pressing slightly into his throat. “You could have died.”

      Kieran’s eyes fluttered, but he forced them open. B knew exactly what he was doing to Kieran, and he needed to try and remain focused. “I think that’s a little dramatic, but I’m fine now. If I had the time, I’d shift right now just to prove it to you.”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” Bennett leaned in and ran his nose along Kieran’s jaw, audibly inhaling. “Fuck, you smell good. I’ve missed you this week.”

      His mind spinning, Kieran couldn’t respond for a moment as he clutched at B’s super soft T-shirt, feeling his large, firm body pressing into his knuckles. He managed to peel his eyes open and look across the room, but Beth and V were gone.

      Thank god.

      “I’ve been here or at the clinic,” he said as he bared his throat once more to Bennett. Not being a wolf, B might not even realize the significance of the gesture. “Easy enough to find.”

      The words slipped out before he could stop them, and he knew what Bennett would say in response. Sure enough, the grip on his neck tightened just the tiniest bit, and Bennett nipped at the hinge of his jaw before pulling back. Kieran barely suppressed his gasp.

      “I’m waiting on you, sweetheart.” Bennett flashed a grin. “Say the word and we can head to my house right now. I’ll take such good care of you…”

      Kieran could only stare as his mouth dried up. He’d hesitated to take that final step with Bennett, not because he didn’t want to but because he wanted it more than he could ever express.

      But what would happen when his neediness became too much?

      Or his father attacked his new pack, Bennett’s family?

      Or Bennett saw his scars and realized how weak he’d been, unable to stop his father from hurting him?

      He wouldn’t be able to survive having Bennett and then losing him or having him look at Kieran with contempt… or disgust.

      Bennett’s eyes ran over his face, and his smile softened into one of understanding. Leaning forward, he pressed a kiss into Kieran’s cheek, then whispered, “When you’re ready to let go of all that worrying, you let me know. I’m ready to help you carry it.”

      Panting, Kieran could only stare as Bennett slipped out of the booth and disappeared from the room. He sat there for a while, his mind running too fast for him to catch a single thought, then he picked up his half a sandwich and finished it before moving back to his laptop. He couldn’t figure out if what Bennett had just said was the sexiest thing he’d ever heard or the scariest.

      Maybe both?

      He was reorganizing his checklist when he heard laughter getting nearer, then Jess and Kai popped into the kitchen. They both smiled even more brightly when they saw him, and that warmed his chest.

      “How’d it go?” he asked. They’d been delivering informational packets to volunteers who were leading different events, plus hanging flyers with the finalized schedule on it around town. They’d left first thing that morning, and it was well past lunch time.

      “Really well!” Kai threw himself down onto the other side of the booth as Jess went to the fridge. “The volunteers loved the packets—that was such a great idea.”

      Trying not to blush at the compliment, Kieran shrugged and squinted at his laptop like he was checking something. “Good. I hope they find it useful when the festival begins.”

      Jess joined Kai, handing him one of the waters she’d snagged from the fridge, and he eyed Kieran as he took a drink. Then he said, “Why does it smell like you and Bennett were… getting busy in here?”

      Jess choked and sputtered her water, spraying it over half the table.

      Kieran rescued his laptop and sent Kai a glare. “It does not because we weren’t. We were just… talking… closely.”

      Kai grinned. “Rick and I talk like that sometimes too.”

      “Gross,” Jess said as she wiped at the table. “Kieran wouldn’t do anything in the kitchen, for Pete’s sake.”

      “True,” Kai agreed. “But one time, Rick and I—”

      “Stop!” Kieran and Jessica both yelled, then all three started laughing.

      Once the laughter died down, Kieran fidgeted with his napkin, wondering if he could actually talk to them about what was happening with Bennett. They were Bennett’s friends first, but they’d been so kind to him. When he glanced up, he caught Jess’s knowing gaze and Kai’s smirk and rolled his eyes.

      “Okay, fine, there was some scenting and he kissed m—”

      “He kissed you!” Kai nearly jumped out of the booth in his excitement.

      “My cheek,” Kieran finished dryly. “Though we did kiss in Montana.”

      “What?” Kai leaned forward and grabbed Kieran’s forearm. “Tell. Me. Everything.”

      Jess nodded and leaned closer. “Last we’d heard, you guys had almost kissed but that was it.”

      “It wasn’t a big deal. I wasn’t sure if I’d be coming back here after the hearing, and I wanted one for the road, so to speak.” He couldn’t help but smile as he remembered Bennett groping him in front of his father. “It was a good one though. Then we kissed again right before we got on the plane.”

      Kai squealed a little before releasing Kieran and leaning back. He looked at Jess, and the two of them did a weird sort of happy dance on their side of the booth

      “Okay, and since then?” Kai finally asked after calming himself down.

      Kieran shrugged and closed his laptop, giving up on working anymore right then. “He told me that he wanted me to be sure and not just be reacting to what had happened at the hearing, so when I’m ready, I’m supposed to go and tell him.”

      The two of them stared at him expectantly. When he didn’t go on, Kai waved his hand in a “continue please” motion.

      Sighing, he scrubbed at his face, then ran a hand through his hair, gripping the back of his neck. “I’m not sure if I am ready.”

      They exchanged glances, neither looking convinced.

      “Why would you think you aren’t ready?” Kai asked.

      Moment of truth… “What if he changes his mind?”

      “About you?” Jess’s voice was soft, her eyes kind.

      Before he could answer, Kai scoffed. “What could possibly change his mind about you? You’re awesome.”

      “Kai…” He couldn’t stop his smile even as his cheeks flushed. Shaking his head, he said, “But you don’t really know me, and neither does he.”

      “Listen, you may have walls as high as Mount Rushmore, but that doesn’t mean we can’t see you through them.” Kai crossed his arms, then nudged Jess with his shoulder. “Right?”

      She didn’t answer right away though, her eyes studying him and then widening. “Oh. I see. You’re scared of him knowing you. Like, biblically.”

      Kai’s head whipped around to stare at her. “Wait, what?”

      “Oh my god,” Kieran muttered, burying his head in his arms on the table. “How did you…”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” Jess said quickly. “I’ve been working on not reading people’s intentions when I’m not trying to, but sometimes people are too loud to block.”

      “Wait, so you’re scared a sex thing will make B not like you anymore?” Kai asked, and Kieran groaned into his arms, still not lifting his head. “Why don’t you just… you know, talk to him?”

      That got him to raise his head, at least high enough to peer over his arms to give Kai a skeptical look. “Just randomly blurt out how I’m scared he’ll see my scars and not want me anymore?”

      “Lower that eyebrow, sir.” Kai mock glared, then his face softened. “Seriously though, he said to come talk to him when you’re ready, and that’s what you should do. And if a few marks on your skin changes how he feels about you, then he isn’t the man I’ve grown to know and care about.”

      Kieran grimaced. Kai was right, he knew that, but the small part of him that was worried about Bennett’s feelings changing wanted him to put off finding out for as long as possible. Right now, they were in limbo, but it was a soft gray area filled with possibility. Once he found out, he might have Bennett… or he might have to try and move on without him.

      Can I move on if Bennett’s my mate though?

      Jessica made a tiny meeping noise that let him know he was still projecting. Awesome.

      “I could try and see your future,” Jess blurted out before Kai could ask her why she’d made the noise. He was frowning at her, but his face lit up at her words. “I’ve been practicing with Tashmica and learning to focus on people or objects. I’ve even gotten some visions on command.”

      Rising farther up, he cocked his head to the side. “Anything useful?”

      Kai chuckled. “Tell him about the vision you had about the squirrel that lives outside your house.”

      Face flushing, Jess swatted at Kai, then laid her hand on the table between them. “I was joking about that.”

      “No, she wasn’t,” Kai stage whispered.

      Kieran glanced from Jess’s hand to her face, then to Kai. Finally, he shrugged and sat up straight. “Oh, what the hell.”

      He reached out and grasped her small hand.

      “Okay, sometimes it can take a minute—”

      Gasping, Jess’s eyes slammed shut, and she gripped his hand so hard he didn’t think he could shake her off if he wanted to. Her face lost all color as her heart rate sped up along with her breathing. Kai hopped up onto his knees, holding his hands over her but seeming afraid to touch her.

      “Jess? Are you okay?” Kai asked, then glanced at Kieran.

      “I see something,” she murmured, and Kai jolted, his eyes huge.

      “You can hear me?”

      She nodded the tiniest amount.

      “Are you okay? Are you in pain?”

      Kieran almost tried to jerk free at the question. He hadn’t known her visions could cause her pain. He never would have agreed to it if he had. “We should stop.”

      “No,” she whispered harshly. “Don’t break the connection.”

      Looking at Kai, he raised his eyebrows, unsure what to do, but Kai shook his head and mouthed, “Wait.”

      So they waited.

      Nearly ten minutes later, Jess’s eyes popped open and color began to seep back into her.

      Voice hoarse, she murmured, “We need to go see Rick right now.”
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      “Okay, which one of you assholes put a refrigerator box on my front porch?” Bennett stormed into the basement of the manor, eyeing the Enforcers and betas working out. There were a few snickers, but no one fessed up. “Fine. Be that way. Joke’s on you though—I plan on playing with it next time I shift.”

      A couple of the betas outright laughed at that, but B ignored them to focus on Drake’s pout.

      “You think you deserve to play with my box, cougar?”

      The gym echoed with the roars of laughter from betas and Enforcers. Luckily, his phone ringing prevented him from making any more unintended double entendres toward anyone else.

      “Alright, alright. Back to work,” he muttered, waving one hand while digging out his phone with the other. Seeing Rick’s name, he answered and headed back for the stairs. “I’m on my way up from the basement right now.”

      “Good. Jess just had another vision involving your boy.”

      Bennett's heart seized, and he stumbled to a stop, hand catching him against the wall. "What? Is he—"

      He heard Kieran's voice saying in the background, "I'm okay, B. But we finally know what my dad's move is going to be."

      Rick sighed heavily over the line, and Bennett pushed himself off the wall. No matter what Jerico thought he could do to hurt Kieran or Rick, Bennett would make sure he failed. No one would hurt his alpha or his… mate.

      Shit, Kieran really was his mate, wasn’t he? Despite the crap his dad had spewed, Bennett couldn’t deny what he was feeling.

      "I'll be there in a second."

      Taking the steps three at a time, he strained to keep his cat restrained, but he wanted out. Wanted to maim and tear at anyone threatening B's pack. With the unknown witch and Agnes in the wind, Jerico should have been the least of their worries, but that fucker didn't know when to back off.

      As he rounded the corner leading to the library, he caught Kieran's anxious scent mingling with Kai’s and Jess's still lingering in the hall. Bursting through the door, he scanned the room, pinpointing Kieran and inhaling to check the air.

      Kieran's fear reached out and snagged the attention of his tiger, pulling Bennett across the floor.

      "B, can you—" Rick started to say… something. Bennett wasn't entirely sure what since his whole focus was on Kieran as he prowled toward where his mate was huddled in a corner of the room, his back pressed into a bookcase.

      "I'm fine," he said when he spotted Bennett, but even his voice lacked conviction. "It just… shook me up."

      Grunting, Bennett didn't stop until he was pressed against Kieran, completely blocking him with his own body, shielding him from the room. He buried his face into Kieran's neck and licked at his skin. Tasting his fear caused B to growl, the sharp tang lengthening his fangs.

      "What's going on?" Vanessa said as she walked in, but Bennett ignored her. He panted into Kieran's skin, covering his scent with B's own and relaxing them both.

      "McAllister is going to make a play for Kieran," Rick said from where he was sitting, waiting on B to get his shit together.

      V's light footsteps were the only clue she was moving toward them before her hand landed on his shoulder, and he whipped his head around, teeth bared and hissing.

      Her eyes flashed as she dropped back in a fighting stance, but Rick was suddenly between them.

      "Stand down," he growled at them, a hand up in front of them both but not touching either.

      B shook his head, trying to shake off the hold his tiger had on him, but it was harder than normal. He'd never seen V as a threat before. He trusted her with his life and Rick's.

      "You're alright, B," Rick murmured as V turned and walked away stiffly.

      He couldn't get his heart to slow, and he could still feel his tiger just beneath the surface. He was going to lose control… he was going to hurt someone… he was—

      "Bennett, look at me." Kieran's soft voice broke through his whirling thoughts, his warm hand cradling B's face and turning him to face Kieran. "There you are."

      Bennett took a deep, shuddery breath and noted Kieran didn't smell afraid anymore. He should though. B could have hurt him. He hadn't had control of himself at all.

      Brows crinkling and warm brown eyes running over Bennett's face, Kieran rose up on his toes and pressed his lips to Bennett's, causing his panicky thoughts to come to a screeching halt. It was quick and effective.

      "Thank you," B murmured against Kieran's lips before he fully pulled back. The look of wonder on Kieran's face at those two words broke Bennett's heart. His poor, sweet wolf.

      "You good?" Rick asked, already sitting back down with Kai on his lap.

      "Yeah, I'm good." He took a step back, giving Kieran some space to move past him, but Kieran just gripped the front of his T-shirt, his eyes not leaving Bennett's.

      Waiting for Bennett to… take care of him?

      Going off his instincts, he took one of Kieran's hands, linked their fingers, then led them over to a chair near the others. He sat and tugged on Kieran. There was a little resistance before he followed Bennett's unspoken direction and sat on his lap.

      His body was stiff for a moment as Bennett arranged his legs over the arm of the chair, then ran his hand from Kieran's hip to ankle. Shuddering, the tension leached out of Kieran's body, and he turned into Bennett, cuddling close and sighing into his throat.

      Bennett shivered at the sensation and smoothed his hand around the back of Kieran's farthest thigh, giving it a squeeze in warning.

      Meeting Rick's amused eyes, Bennett smiled softly, then he saw V's scowl. Fuck. "I'm sorry, V. My tiger was… a little too close to the surface when you touched me."

      She rolled her eyes. "Ugh, men and their mates."

      Kieran shifted on Bennett's lap but didn't pull away or deny V's words. Good. That had to mean his stubborn wolf was finally coming around.

      Jess settled onto the other side of the couch V was on and twisted her fingers together. "Um, should I begin?"

      Rick nodded and waved his hand. "Please do. Start from the beginning and give us as much detail as you can."

      She nodded and straightened in her seat a little. "The three of us were in the kitchen talking, and I offered to try and have a vision for Kieran. Tashmica has been helping me try and control and harness my gift," she added, glancing at Bennett and Kieran. Before B could ask why she'd offered in the first place, she continued. "I didn't… I didn't think it would work, but when I touched Kieran's hand, I had the clearest vision I've ever experienced."

      "It was different from others I've witnessed," Kai said, his head resting back on Rick's shoulder but his face troubled and creased with a frown. "She was actually able to hear me when I spoke to her, and you said it didn't hurt, right?"

      Jess nodded. "It used to be like… a spike was piercing my brain, like something that wasn't supposed to be there was forcing its way in. Tash said that was because of the necklace Agnes gave me, and once my aura cleared, it wouldn't hurt anymore."

      "I'm glad to hear that," Rick said, running a hand over Kai's calf. "Can you describe what you saw?"

      "Yeah. And I might be able to get more if I try again and describe it as I see it." Clearing her throat, she said, "But what I remember is that there were two groups sort of… facing off against each other. They were in this empty field, and on one side was Rick and the Enforcers and betas and on the other was this older guy with some seriously scary people and wolves behind him."

      "McAllister," Bennett growled.

      "Yeah. I've never met him, but I recognized Veronica, and then Rick said, ‘You shouldn’t have come here, Jerico.'"

      They were all silent a moment. Rick, Bennett, and V all exchanged glances.

      "Did he say anything?" B asked.

      "He said…" She grimaced and looked at Kieran. "He said he wanted Rick to step down as alpha or he’d… you know."

      Growling filled the room, and it wasn't just Bennett losing his control for a moment. Kai and Rick's eyes were flashing.

      Rick looked at B. "Is he really stupid enough to come here and pick a fight with us when he knows we have a coven of witches on our side?"

      Kieran spoke up for the first time, his breath puffing against Bennett's throat. "He knows you lost a quarter of them. He has to or else he wouldn't risk it, no. Even though he has more Enforcers, he knows he isn't strong enough to go up against you and your coven. But without Agnes and the others…"

      Rick's lip curled. "I don’t like the fact that he—and others like him—know our business."

      Kai spoke up, saying, "Lots of pack members have family and friends outside of the Kincaid Pack. And what happened with my family and Agnes was hot news for quite a while."

      "Plus," Jess said, "Tash has been quietly putting the word out about recruiting, but it only takes one person repeating that to someone they shouldn't for it to spread like crazy."

      Bennett sighed. “Plus, our scentless visitor is no doubt spying on us and reporting back." The elusive bastard. Bennett was getting the distinct impression the hunter was messing with them. Just as Damien would zero in on his location and they’d set up some traps, the hunter would slip away.

      "Fuck me," Rick said, rubbing at one of his temples. "Okay, fine. So he knows we're more vulnerable now than we've been in years. But he's still out of his mind if he thinks he can beat us in a fight. And why? No offense, Kieran, but he doesn't seem like the overly protective parental-figure type, hell-bent on avenging the theft of his child or something. Is this about Veronica getting expelled?”

      Kieran sat up a little so he could see the others more clearly and shrugged. “No offense taken. It honestly has more to do with being embarrassed by my seeking asylum here, I'm sure. He'll play the victim, the man who had his thankless, troubled child run away and spread lies about him"—Kieran sneered at the words, obviously remembering his father's claims from the hearing—"but it's fucking bullshit."

      Kai fake gasped. "Such language."

      The small smile it produced on Kieran's face made Bennett want to buy Kai a thousand ice creams in thanks. He shot him a smile instead and squeezed Kieran's thigh once more.

      "Sorry, Alpha-mate," Kieran said with a wink. "Jess, did he say anything else in the vision?"

      She screwed up her face. "Ummmmmm… Maybe something about letting Rick and Kai leave if they did so willingly? And then Rick basically told him to go fuck himself, and that was it." She scooted forward a little. "Want me to try again, and see if I can get more?"

      They all exchanged looks and shrugged. When Jess started to stand, B held up a hand.

      "Wait, Jess. V, switch seats with us." He rose from his chair, easily lifting Kieran with him. Kieran laid his head back down on Bennett, not protesting at all.

      "There's plenty of room for Kieran to join us," V muttered as she stood and stalked over, throwing herself into their vacated chair. "Happy?"

      "Delirious," Bennett said, only joking a little. As much as he was worried about Jerico—and the hidden hunter in their territory, and Agnes, and whoever she was working with—he couldn't help but feel content with Kieran in his arms.

      Once they were settled on the couch, Jess resituated so she was in the middle and could easily reach Kieran.

      "Ready?" she asked, her voice soft.

      "You don't have to do this," B threw out right before Kieran took Jess’s outstretched hand. He didn't know why, but he suddenly didn't want Jess to try again. Didn’t want her to touch Kieran and see their future and make Kieran even more afraid…

      "I know." Kieran pressed a kiss into B's throat, causing him to purr a little. Kieran leaned forward and wiggled his fingers at Jess. "Let's do this."

      Sharing a fortifying look, they linked hands, and Jess closed her eyes, taking a few deep breaths and relaxing. No one spoke for several long minutes, but when she didn't say anything, Bennett threw a look at Rick and Kai.

      Kai nodded and came over, kneeling next to Jess. "What's happening, babe?"

      Jess took in another deep breath, held it, then released it in a gust and opened her eyes. "Nothing. I got nada. I'm sorry, guys."

      Bennett started to reassure her, but Kai beat him to it, placing a hand on top of her and Kieran's. "You don't have anything to be sorry for. You killed it already. With this extra time, we can prepare a plan and be ready for when McAllister gets here."

      "No," Kieran said firmly, removing his hand from theirs. "There won't be any plan. I'm going to go back and—"

      "Like fucking hell you are," Bennett growled, his grip tightening involuntarily on Kieran's body, like he could physically hold him back from leaving. "You aren't going back there. Ever. And," he raised his voice a touch when Kieran tried to argue with him, "you have no way of knowing that you sacrificing yourself would make a damn bit of difference."

      Rick stood, ending Kieran's rebuttal before it began. "He's right. Besides, you aren't the only one who embarrassed your father recently. I highly doubt he'd be dissuaded from attacking us because you went back to New Mexico."

      "Alpha—"

      "No, Kieran," Rick said, voice firm. He came forward and gently touched each of them on the neck, then gestured for V to join them and scent marked her as well. "B, tell the others we'll be meeting in here after dinner to discuss strategy. Vanessa, get Tash over here too. I want to know if she can help us figure out when Jerico will make his move." Rick paused and turned to Jess. "You don't know when he's going to get here, do you?"

      She shook her head. "It's soon. It felt really soon, but I don't know exactly when."

      He nodded. "That's okay. If nothing else, we can put Ericka and some of the others at the southern border of the state. With as fast as she can fly, she'd be able to give us a bit of a heads-up before they crossed the warding Tash and Damien put in place."

      As they all began to stand, Bennett had every intention of following Kieran out of the library to talk to him in private about how he was feeling, but Rick held him back.

      "B, stick around. I want to brainstorm names of pack members who may be able to help us fight if it comes to that."

      Kieran tried to disengage himself from Bennett's grip, but he didn't let him go. "Can we do that later, man? I want to talk to Kieran."

      "It's fine. We can talk afterward," Kieran said, lifting up and pressing another quick kiss on Bennett's skin, this time on his jaw. He whispered against his face, "I'm okay."

      He wasn't. He couldn't be. But Rick was watching B expectantly, and V was already off the phone with Tash, who was on her way over. For the first time in all the time he'd been second-in-command, Bennett wanted to toss aside his responsibilities.

      Kieran gave him a crooked smile and untangled their fingers. "I'll see you later, B."

      Sighing, he repeated, "Later, sweetheart."
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      Kieran paced in front of the window in his bedroom for hours. Long after he'd watched Bennett, Vanessa, and Tashmica hurry to one of the SUVs and leave, but they hadn't returned. It was after midnight, and the rest of the house was silent.

      He'd really hoped he'd get to see Bennett one more time, to give him one last kiss before he had to leave.

      Despite what the others thought, he was pretty confident that he could convince his father to back off the Kincaid Pack. Having Kieran come back on his own would help his father save face, and Kieran could let him know that just because they'd lost some witches didn't mean the pack was weak.

      He prayed it would work.

      It had to. This had to be what Tashmica had seen, the reason he’d leave the pack behind and take off.

      He loved the Kincaid Pack and had to do something to protect them. Staying at the manor and helping to organize a festival would keep him safe, but what about Samantha and Doc? And Cathy's new pup? What if his father somehow got past Rick and the others and found Kai with Callie and Henry?

      Shuddering, he scrubbed at his face and pulled at the hair on top of his head. He knew he needed to do it, but a large part of him was dying at the idea of never seeing Bennett again. His wolf was howling inside, fiercer and stronger than he'd been in months thanks to Tash's tea.

      Rubbing at his chest, he murmured, "I have to go. Rick can beat him in a fight, but we can't know for sure no one will get hurt in the process."

      His wolf whimpered. They hadn't been this connected in… a long time. Since before he came to Michigan even. As much as his family looked down on anyone who wasn't a wolf shifter, they also didn't encourage embracing your animal side or fulfilling all of your needs like pack bonding. He probably hadn’t been this strong since he’d broken up with Marco… though it might have been since he’d lost his mom. The physical contact he’d had with Marco had been sporadic and infrequent, but when his mom was alive, she’d always made sure to touch him and scent mark him.

      He heard a noise outside and hurried back to his window, heart jolting at the sight of the dark SUV pulling to a stop in front of the garage and the three of them getting out. Tashmica waved and immediately made her way to her little VW Beetle, driving away before the other two had made it two steps from the SUV.

      Kieran realized V and Bennett were talking, and he cracked the window open to try and hear.

      "—til morning," V was saying.

      "You're probably right." Bennett sighed and rubbed at his head, his dark skin reflecting the light of the nearly full moon. "I'm sure he's asleep."

      I'm not! He just managed to bite his lip and stop himself from shouting down. As much as he wanted to talk to him, he knew leaving would be that much harder. At least he'd gotten to see him one last time.

      Vanessa and Bennett split up, both heading for their own vehicles and leaving the SUV parked outside the garage. Kieran watched until he couldn't see Bennett's taillights anymore.

      Time to go.

      He turned to look at the few belongings he'd either brought with him or accumulated and shrugged. Nothing he had here couldn't be left. He strolled over to the desk in the corner and ran a finger under the petal of a sunflower. Every morning since they'd come back from Montana, Bennett had either delivered Kieran's breakfast himself or had one of the workers in the manor do it, and every morning the tray contained a new sunflower. The first few had needed to be thrown away, but the rest sat in a large vase Ms. Beth had given him with a smirk. The sight of his bouquet every morning had made him smile and caused his heart to sing. 

      Swiping at the wetness on his face, he turned away from the flowers and left his room without further delay. He took the back steps down to the hallway that led to the housekeeper's quarters and then the kitchen, knowing there was still a beta posted at the front door.

      The manor was dark and peaceful. When he pushed into the kitchen, he paused for just a moment to inhale the scent of pack and safety that lingered in the room. As much as Rick worked out of the library, the kitchen was the hub of the household. There was always someone working or getting a snack or making something or just hanging out. It had quickly become Kieran's favorite place to work when he had to get festival stuff done.

      He filled his lungs with the reassuring scent one last time, then made his way over to the back door. He slipped outside and quietly closed it behind him before jogging toward the woods behind the manor. Once he was hidden from view—just in case anyone else happened to be up looking out windows at this time of night—he stopped and stripped.

      Taking an SUV that no doubt had a GPS tracker on it wasn't an option. He'd have to shift and run as far as he could, then try and find a ride or maybe steal a car like he and Bennett had done. Bennett had shown him how, even told him what kind of car to look for, so Kieran was pretty sure he could do it if he needed to.

      When he was naked, he stopped to take a few deep breaths to try and calm his racing heart. He hadn't done this in months, but unlike before, he wasn't afraid that he'd be too weak to do it. On the contrary, his wolf was practically scratching at the surface to break free and run.

      Closing his eyes, he breathed in and then breathed out his wolf, embracing the feeling of his body shifting and changing. He wasn't a giant black wolf like Rick or a beautiful white one like Kai or Samantha. His whole family were just… plain gray wolves with a little brown on the ears and snout.

      Once he was fully shifted, he lifted his head and scented the air. His wolf wanted to howl with joy, but Kieran was able to tamp it down to a couple yips, then he took off, keeping to the shadows of the woods until he could get around the manor and out of sight of the windows and patrolling betas.

      The feeling of running as his wolf was exhilarating and filled him with such happiness that he didn't realize at first that he wasn't headed in the right direction. It wasn't until Bennett's little bungalow came into view that he skidded to a stop, shocked.

      Fighting with his wolf was a lot harder in this form, and before he knew it, he was moving toward the back of the house where a soft light was shining. The back room turned out to have more windows than walls, so he spotted Bennett's naked body easily among some pillows on the floor.

      Fucking hell.

      His enormous body was so beautiful, his face relaxed in slumber. Kieran ran his eyes over every dip and curve of muscle as he slowly approached, his heart beating wildly in his chest. When he reached the back door, he didn't hesitate to lift a front paw and scratch at the glass.

      He saw Bennett's body tense before his eyes opened, and he sat up, looking around in confusion before finding Kieran in the darkness. A slow grin split his gorgeous face, and Kieran whimpered as Bennett stood and prowled toward the door.

      "What a nice surprise…" 

      Bennett held the door open, but Kieran hesitated. What was he doing here? How was he going to be able to leave after being with Bennett?

      "Sweetheart? What's wrong?" Bennett crouched, and Kieran tried to keep his eyes off his groin. B held out a hand to him like he was a feral dog. "Come here, Kieran. It's okay. I'll take care of you."

      I'll take care of you.

      That was what he wanted more than anything else. Without thought, he shifted back, and Bennett stood, thankfully, because Kieran threw himself into Bennett's chest as soon as he was fully human.

      He didn't realize he was shaking until Bennett started running his hands up and down his back and shushing him.

      "You're alright. I've got you," Bennett murmured over and over, steering them away from the doorway and farther into the room. 

      "I'm sorry for just—"

      "You don't have to be sorry. You're always welcome here."

      He nodded into Bennett's chest and took a couple of breaths, savoring Bennett's scent of lemon and grass. He didn't know for how long he'd be able to have this, so he wanted to enjoy every moment.

      Bennett pulled back just a little and raised Kieran's head so their eyes could meet. "I'm so glad you finally came. I was worried you didn't feel the connection between us like I do."

      Kieran's heart clenched, and he tried to look away, but Bennett's hand on his cheek stopped him.

      "You do… feel this, right?"

      He'd never seen Bennett look uncertain, not like this. Tears filled Kieran's eyes. "I feel it, but…"

      "What?"

      "I can't stay, Bennett."

      Bennett frowned, his grip tightening as his hand slipped to the back of his neck for a better hold. "Of course you can. I'll let Rick know where you are. You can stay as long as you want, sweetheart."

      Shaking his head as best he could and letting the tears fall, he croaked out, "No, I can't stay in this pack. I have to try and stop him."

      "No." Bennett's voice was low but fierce, his eyes flashing. "You're my mate. You aren't going anywhere."

      Kieran gasped. He didn't think Bennett would just blurt it out like that, no matter what Vanessa had said earlier or how Kieran felt. Tigers were different than wolves, solitary creatures, so Kieran hadn't thought Bennett could feel the same.

      "But what if someone gets hurt?" Kieran whispered, his hands gripping Bennett's waist, absorbing his warmth.

      "Someone would get hurt if you left too."

      "No, I really think I can convince him not to—"

      "You, my stubborn wolf, you would get hurt." Bennett stepped back and ran a hand right over the scars on Kieran's left side. He flushed and tried to turn away. He’d been so distracted when he’d arrived, he’d forgotten to worry about being embarrassed by them. Bennett's strong hands on his shoulders stopped him from hiding. "I won't let you sacrifice yourself, Kieran. It's not happening, so just get that thought out of your pretty head."

      Kieran's breaths were shallow, and his head was buzzing. "I survived him before; I'm sure I could do it again."

      From one breath to the next, he found himself pressed firmly against Bennett's chest, a strong arm around his waist and a hand cupping the back of his head as Bennett pressed their foreheads together.

      "We both know that if you go back there, there's a good chance he'll kill you for what you did." He breathed the words right into Kieran's mouth, then pressed their lips together gently. "I can't take that risk. If I lost you… I'd be lost too."

      The fear in the pit of Kieran's stomach began to slowly unfurl. He took in a hitching breath. "I don't know what to do. Tell me what to do, Bennett."

      A deep purr vibrated Bennett's chest, soothing something inside Kieran at the feel of it pressed against his own skin.

      "Are you sure about this, sweetheart?" Bennett whispered as he pressed a few light kisses to Kieran's jawline. "Because I want that, more than I think you realize. I want to take care of you so bad, to take the weight of your worries and help you to fly. But you have to be sure."

      Kieran let his eyes fall shut as Bennett's teeth nipped at the hinge of his jaw. "I want that too. When you take care of me, I feel… calm inside. I know I shouldn't want that, that I should want to be strong enough to take care of myself—"

      Bennett shushed him. "It takes real strength to trust someone else that much. And it would be an honor to have you trust me."

      Kieran whimpered and dove forward, burying his face in Bennett's neck. All his life he'd been told how to think and how to act and what to say, but deep down, this is what he'd always wanted. 

      He didn't want someone to change him, to think he wasn't good enough and try to make him better. He wanted someone who could save him from his crushing thoughts and worries and give him shelter. To nourish who he already was and protect him from himself as well as others.

      "I think I've always wanted that from you, and that's what scared me when I first got here," he whispered into Bennett's salty skin. "I pushed you away because I thought that was what I was supposed to do. That I'd be just as weak as my father always said if I let you take care of me.”

      Bennett growled as his arms tightened around Kieran. "I've always taken care of people, but with you… It messed me up a little when you wouldn't let me help you with anything."

      Kieran nodded and tightened his own hold. "I know. I'm sorry I hurt you."

      "You're forgiven," Bennett murmured, his strong hands soothing Kieran as they ran up and down his bare back. "Can you forgive me for being so pushy?"

      Huffing out a laugh, Kieran pulled back a little. "You weren't that pushy, but yes, you're also forgiven."

      One side of Bennett's mouth quirked up. "I reined it in pretty well, but I still should have backed off right away."

      "I'm glad you didn't back all the way away." Kieran raised up on his toes and snagged Bennett's lower lip between his teeth, sucking lightly and relishing the sharp inhalation it caused. "Even when I couldn't admit it, you were there for me when I needed you. You always have been."

      Bennett grabbed the back of Kieran's neck firmly. "And always will be, sweetheart." He studied Kieran's face, then said, "Are you ready for this? We don't have to exchange mating bites right now if you aren't ready, but you're it for me. I'm ready to give you my everything, but I need you to be sure you want that."

      Kieran nodded, his stomach swooping out to his fingers and toes. "I-I want that too, and I'm ready. If you'll have me, then I'm ready for everything. I trust you."

      A slow grin spread across Bennett's face. "That's good to hear. Let's go to bed."
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      "Why were you sleeping out here if you have a bedroom?" Kieran asked.

      Bennett led him by the hand out of the sunroom toward his bedroom, his heart beating faster and his breaths nearly panting. He needed to get his shit together or Kieran might start to get anxious again.

      "I like to sometimes because it feels good to have the sun hit me when it rises," he said just as they entered his bedroom, and he tugged on Kieran, closing the door behind them and leaning against it. He let their hands unclasp so Kieran could look around, even turning on the overhead light so he could see better.

      His sweet wolf curiously checked out the pictures on his dresser and poked his head into Bennett's attached bathroom, lifting his nose every once in a while to scent the air. Bennett wasn't sure what he was smelling—it was pretty much only him in his house ever. The other night when Rick had stopped by had been an anomaly. Sure, they spent time together—he spent time with the other Enforcers too—but usually in the manor or around town.

      "How long have you lived here?" Kieran murmured as he picked up a T-shirt from a chair in the corner and brought it to his nose. His eyes fluttered shut as he inhaled, and Bennett's cock responded like it'd been stroked.

      "Here in this house or in Michigan?" he managed to croak out.

      Kieran opened one eye to peer at him, one corner of his mouth quirking up before he sniffed once more and dropped the shirt back on the chair. He approached Bennett slowly, chin tipped down but eyes on B's face through his lashes. "Both?"

      "We've been in Michigan for eight years, and I've been in this house for the last three."

      "Mmm," Kieran hummed as he slunk closer until he was only a few inches away. "Your scent is so strong; I figured it was a couple years at least."

      Bennett smirked. "You wolves and your scents."

      Crossing his arms over his bare chest, Kieran frowned. "You scent people. I've seen you. And I've seen you scent marking packmates."

      He shrugged and shot a hand out, grabbing Kieran's wrist and jerking him forward so they were plastered chest to chest again. "Sure. Using multiple senses is a valuable skill, but I've noticed the wolves in the pack… they take comfort in scents more than some of the others. Definitely more than birds."

      "You don't find my scent comforting?" Kieran stuck out his lower lip in an adorable pout.

      "I find your scent arousing, little wolf."

      "I'm not lit—Mmph!"

      Bennett took Kieran's mouth in a fierce kiss, halting any more talk for now. Kieran melted against him, his arms twining around Bennett's neck as his scent spiked, and he moaned. Bennett had been waiting for this for so long, dreaming about it, and he hoped he pleased his mate.

      After nibbling a little on Kieran's lower lip, Bennett lifted his head and took in Kieran's flushed face. So gorgeous. "You're so beautiful."

      The flush darkened. "Umm, thank you."

      Bennett hummed. "You're welcome." He lowered a hand to gently caress one of Kieran's ass cheeks, grinning at his hitched breath. "I want you in my bed, sweetheart."

      He shivered but didn’t move for a moment. “There’s something I…”

      “What’s wrong?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing, I just… Do my scars bother you?”

      “What?” How could Kieran think that?

      Swallowing, Kieran took a deep breath. “I know they may seem ugly to you since shifters don’t usually have—”

      He pressed a thumb to Kieran’s mouth. “Nothing about you could ever be ugly. Do you hear me?”

      Kieran stared up at him with big, soulful eyes, and Bennett knew in that moment he would give his mate anything. He slipped his hand down to the side of Kieran’s neck and waited for his response.

      “I hear you,” he whispered, pressing his fingers into Bennett’s chest and glancing down at the floor. Before he could lift Kieran’s face to see his eyes more clearly, he jutted his chin out a little and met Bennett’s gaze. “I’m ready to be yours. I want to be your bonded mate, Bennett.”

      “Fuck, sweetheart.” Heat filled him, and his grip tightened just the slightest bit on Kieran’s neck. Kieran’s lips parted on a pant, his eyes falling shut. Growling, Bennett released him. “Get on the bed.”

      Nodding, Kieran scrambled up on it, crawling from the foot up to the pillows and then lowering himself onto his stomach, legs spread. Bennett watched his mate nuzzle his smiling face into B’s pillow, then jerked into motion, heading into the bathroom to grab the new bottle of lube stored in the cupboard. It had been… awhile since he'd needed any, but after their trip to Montana, he'd stocked up in preparation.

      Reentering his bedroom, he beelined for the bed, tossing the lube next to Kieran and quickly joining him. He carefully covered Kieran's body and pressed kisses across his shoulders and neck, running his hands over Kieran's arms, pressing his fingers in every once in a while just to hear the tiny murmurs Kieran made at the sensation. As he moved down Kieran's body, laying kisses down his spine and across the scars he found, he suppressed his anger, wanting the moment to be free of any bad feelings.

      "Bennett," Kieran gasped out his name as he laid a biting kiss on one of his ass cheeks and sucked up a hickey, then squeezed them both in his hands as he watched the mark fade.

      "I have many, many plans for this ass, sweetheart. Hours of worshiping it. But I don't think I have the patience tonight." He spread Kieran's cheeks and blew a stream of air over his hole, reveling in the jolt Kieran gave in response.

      "Me either," Kieran murmured, then groaned as Bennett licked from his taint to his hole. "Fucking hell. I need you."

      "I need you too, sweetheart. I always will." He pressed one more kiss to Kieran's pucker, then gave his cheek a hard slap, grinning at Kieran’s moan. "Turn over. I need to see your face as I make you mine."

      Gasping, Kieran scrambled to flip, putting his leaking cock right in front of Bennett's face.

      "Please, Bennett, I need that. I need to be yours," Kieran said, tugging at B’s shoulders.

      He ignored the pull for a moment, leaning down to get a taste of Kieran. He moaned at the way Kieran's pre-come exploded on his tongue, making his fangs tingle. Fuck. Taking Kieran's cock into his mouth, he sucked as hard as he dared, planting his hands on Kieran's hips to hold him steady as he thrashed beneath him.

      "Why are you teasing me?" Kieran asked, panting and digging his nails into Bennett's shoulders. "I need your cock inside me, your teeth in my neck. Please."

      "Jesus," he grunted as he pulled off Kieran's dick and shot up the bed. "You say things like that and I want to keep you naked in my bed for the next year at least."

      "We might get dehydrated, but otherwise, I'm game." 

      Kieran gave him a little smile, and Bennett groaned as he kissed him, licking as deep into his mate as he could get. He purred loudly as he pressed one kiss after another onto Kieran's mouth, sucking and biting at his lips until Kieran was gasping for breath.

      Licking his way down to where Kieran's neck met his shoulder, he nipped, and Kieran shuddered. Before his tiger could get ahead of things, he lifted off and knelt between Kieran's spread thighs, reaching for where he'd last seen the lube. He found it easily—thank god—and quickly opened it and spread some on his fingers.

      When he looked up, he saw Kieran was watching him, mouth parted. When their eyes met, Kieran licked his lips and shifted so his feet were flat on the bed, knees bent.

      "So gorgeous," Bennett murmured as he swept his gaze up and down Kieran's body. "And every inch is gonna be mine."

      Kieran's eyes flashed, and the tiniest bit of fang appeared behind his upper lip. Oh yeah, his little wolf loved the idea of belonging to Bennett.

      He inched closer, suddenly impatient to be inside Kieran. He pressed his middle finger against Kieran's hole, petting the furled muscle for a moment, then sinking inside.

      They both moaned at the sensation, and Kieran hurried to grab the back of his thighs, opening himself farther for Bennett. Running his free hand over any bit of skin he could reach and pausing to roughly tweak each nipple, Bennett pumped his finger in and out a few times, then added a second. There was a little more resistance, so he was careful as he pressed inside the heat of Kieran's body.

      Kieran's hips kept shifting, like he wanted more but was trying to follow Bennett's lead at the same time. Bennett grinned and bent his fingers before starting to pull them out and pausing when he found Kieran's prostate.

      Yelping and throwing his head back, Kieran's whole body tensed as Bennett alternated between tapping the gland and circling it. "Fuck! Bennett, I'm gonna come if you keep that up."

      Kieran's dick was becoming a lovely dark red color, and a steady stream of pre-come was falling from the tip. Hell, his own dick was hard enough to fuck concrete. Time to move things along.

      He sped up the pace of his fingers, fucking them in and out of Kieran's body faster before adding a third and slowing down again until his body loosened. With one more swipe to his prostate, Bennett pulled his fingers free and hurried to slather his cock with lube.

      "Hurry, hurry, hurry," Kieran chanted, rocking his hips and tossing his head back and forth, the longer hair on the top of his head in complete disarray.

      "I'm coming, sweetheart. I've got you." He got into position and didn't hesitate to push his dick inside his mate.

      Kieran released his legs and wrapped them around Bennett's waist, using them to pull him in faster. His hands tugged and scratched at Bennett's upper back, so he grabbed Kieran's arms and brought them down to the bed, linking their fingers and pressing him firmly into the sheets as he thrust the rest of the way in.

      Kieran sucked in a breath as his eyes went wide. "God, how big are you?"

      Chuckling breathlessly, Bennett pulled partway out, then drove back in, loving the sweet moan Kieran let out. "Just big enough. Couldn't have you be disappointed by my lack of knot."

      Kieran tried to give him an unimpressed look at his crass comment, but he only grunted as Bennett began thrusting harder.

      "Don't worry, sweetheart, I'll make sure you're satisfied." Bennett was panting and sweat was dripping down his body, but he needed to hear one last time that Kieran was sure. "You’re positive you want to exchange mating bites?"

      Kieran's head jerked up and down immediately. "God, yes. I need to make sure no one but me ever gets to feel this way with you ever again."

      A loud growl echoed in the room, and Kieran's eyes snapped open in surprise. Bennett slowed his hips, wanting to make sure Kieran heard and understood him. "No one but you ever has. Our mating is more intense and more beautiful than any random act of sex could ever be. Do you understand me?"

      Kieran nodded. "Yes, I understand. And you're right. I've never felt anything close to this."

      Bennett grunted in satisfaction and slammed his hips forward. "Damn right you haven't."

      The laugh Kieran tried to expel as his fingers tightened on Bennett's and he arched into him gave Bennett life. His mate was so fucking perfect. And their mating was perfect.

      Nothing could ever surpass this moment.

      "Oh fuck. I'm getting close," Kieran muttered and turned his head, offering his neck more clearly. "Do it, B. Bond with me."

      Hissing, his tiger surged to the surface as his fangs lengthened, and he struck between one breath and the next. Kieran's body clenched tight as he screamed and came, the scent of his spunk filling Bennett's lungs and clouding his head. He had to release his hold on Kieran's neck as he roared and felt his cock… expanding?

      "Jesus, what is that?" Kieran asked as he squirmed. Before Bennett could tell him he didn't know, Kieran dropped his fangs and bit Bennett in the same spot he had, just between his neck and shoulder.

      Bennett hissed softly at the slight sting, but his cock jerked and tingled. Kieran moaned around Bennett's flesh and tugged at one of his hands until B released it. His hand shot down between them so Kieran could jerk his dick a few times, then come once more.

      "Fucking hell." Bennett slammed his free hand into the bed near Kieran's head as his body damn near convulsed as he continued to orgasm. "What the fuck?"

      Pulling his teeth out, Kieran collapsed back onto the bed, a highly satisfied smile on his face and a trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth. He ran his tongue over his lips and caught it, then brought his free hand up to grip Bennett where Kieran had bit him.

      "I thought you said you didn't have a knot?" Kieran murmured as Bennett’s body undulated, and then he moaned once more when Bennett's cock moved inside him.

      B was still hard, though he was pretty sure he'd stopped coming, but he didn't want to try and pull out. "Ha ha. Cats don't have knots. They have—" His eyes snapped to Kieran's face. "Am I hurting you? Kieran, tell me the truth."

      "Hey, hey, calm down. I'm fine. You are doing the opposite of hurting me. Whatever is going on down there is rubbing against all the best spots and making me feel amazing." He slid his hand up to cup Bennett's jaw, and that's when B realized his hand had been smeared with come. The idea of Kieran covering Bennett’s mating bite with come had his cock jerking and both of them moaning once more.

      Once he caught his breath, he said, "Okay, good. Real cats have these… barb-type things that hurt the females when they mate. I've… never had anything like that."

      Kieran hummed and ran his thumb along the edge of Bennett's jaw, his eyes half-lidded and sleepy. "Try and pull out so we can see."

      "Kieran…"

      Laughing, Kieran said, "I promise I'll tell you to stop if it hurts."

      He wasn't sure it was worth it, but he was curious to see what their mating had done to his dick. A stray thought filtered through his head about how Marcus's mentorship program should include shit like this so fewer shifters got surprised by things their bodies did.

      Slowly, he pulled his hips back but froze when Kieran gasped and moaned loudly.

      "Fuck, fuck. I'm okay. That just felt really good." Kieran lurched forward and pressed a kiss to Bennett's mouth. "Keep going."

      Eyeing Kieran and getting another nod and smile, Bennett pulled his dick the rest of the way out, not stopping that time when Kieran bit back a moan.

      "God, that was good. Let me see," Kieran said, sitting up on his elbows and pushing the longer pieces of hair out of his face.

      Bennett shuffled closer and grabbed the base of his shaft to hold it still. "They're…"

      "Nubs?" Kieran suggested as he reached out and ran a finger over the protruding nodules surrounding Bennett's shaft for about an inch beneath the head of his dick.

      "Um, I guess? They don't look like they're supposed to be painful for my mate though, so that's good."

      "Babe."

      Bennett jerked his head up at the endearment, his chest warming. "Yeah?"

      "You could never hurt me." His voice was soft but certain. "I trust you with my life, my body, and my future."

      He had a feeling the grin on his face was so big it looked ridiculous, but he didn't care. Lowering himself on top of Kieran once more, he nuzzled into the mating bite he’d given him. It was already healed, but the mark of his teeth would always remain, and other shifters would be able to tell that their scents were intertwined now.

      "I will work every day to live up to that trust, sweetheart," he murmured into Kieran's skin, then licked the mark and smiled at his shiver.

      They lay there for several long moments, simply touching each other, before Kieran said, "I can't wait to tell Kai that my mate has something way better than a knot."

      Bennett laughed into the crook of Kieran's neck. "Way better?"

      "It's like… one of those ribbed dildos, specifically designed to give pleasure."

      He purred in satisfaction. He'd pleased his mate.

      And he couldn't wait to do it again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Kieran woke slowly, his body clinging to the heaviness of sleep. The night before had left him feeling… wonderfully claimed. Something he'd lost hope of ever having for himself.

      He just hoped he'd have the chance to hang onto it.

      Stretching, he cracked his eyes open and smiled at the sight of Bennett's broad chest laid out before him and snuggled in close. He needed to get up and get back to the manor if he wasn't leaving the territory. The festival was still happening—it was too big and involved too many humans to call off at this point. He and Kai were supposed to meet Jessica at her place for an emergency meeting with the rest of the committee so they could make sure they had contingencies in place… just in case.

      "I can hear your brain worrying, little wolf," Bennett murmured, his voice deeper than normal. "It's too early for that."

      Chuckling, Kieran pressed a kiss into Bennett's pec and rolled away. "Maybe, but I should get going."

      Bennett's firm grip on his upper arm not only stopped him from getting out of bed, it slowly reeled him back in until he was flat on his back with a grumpy tiger on top of him. Again. His whole body flushed at the remembered pleasure from the night before, and one side of B's mouth crooked up in amusement.

      "Don't think you can distract me with your scent, sweetheart. Where do you think you're going?"

      It was Kieran's turn to frown. "Umm, back to the manor? I need to get ready for the day, have breakfast… get back to the real world." He ended with a light laugh, but Bennett's expression soured.

      "This is the real world."

      "No, I know," he rushed to say, trying to soothe his mate's injured feelings. "I just meant—"

      "We should get a few things straight right now so we don't have this problem in the future," Bennett said, talking right over Kieran.

      Crossing his arms and trying to look annoyed while lying in bed was easier said than done. "Okay. A few things like what?"

      "You agreed to be mine last night, did you not?"

      Kieran softened a little. "Yes."

      "And you haven't changed your mind? You still want me to take care of you?" Bennett lowered his body so they were pressed together instead of him hovering above Kieran.

      "Of course I haven't," he whispered, reaching up to caress Bennett's stubbly cheek. "You're exactly who I've always wanted for a mate. I couldn't be more happy to be yours."

      "Good." Bennett nodded like they'd agreed on the terms of a contract or something and leaned down to nuzzle Kieran's neck. "I'm glad we agree."

      "Umm. What exactly do we agree on?" He gasped as Bennett nipped the skin where he'd left his claiming mark last night. Kieran was so glad to have that unbreakable link between them. Feeling that steady pulse and the warm connection to his mate already made him feel less alone.

      "We agree that you aren't going anywhere. You belong here with me so I can take care of you." He pressed a kiss into the same spot. "Pamper you." And another. "Protect you."

      "Bennett," he moaned out his name as his body arched and his dick hardened. "I don't even have any clothes here."

      "You don't need clothes." Bennett moved down his body and licked one of his nipples, then bit it until Kieran hissed. "How can I do this if you're wearing clothes?"

      His chuckle turned into a moan as Bennett kissed his way down to Kieran's groin, pressing his face in the crevice between his balls and his leg. "Bennett. Please."

      "Mmm."

      No more words were said for several moments as Bennett licked and sucked on Kieran's testicles until they were drawn up so close to his body he nearly came. He was gripping the sheets beneath him so tightly he wasn't sure how he hadn't ripped them yet.

      Just when he thought his dick would erupt without being touched at all, Bennett sat back, completely separating their bodies.

      "What… Why did you stop?" He was panting and covered in sweat, and Bennett was just kneeling between his knees, smiling.

      "You don't want to finish our conversation first?"

      Kieran growled and pounced, shooting up and throwing himself at Bennett, wrapping his arms around his shoulders and legs around his waist. Face-to-face, he stared into Bennett's startled eyes as his mate planted both hands on Kieran's ass to steady them.

      "You think you'll always be able to get your way by making me feel good?" Kieran asked, raising one eyebrow. "You can't distract me so easily, mate."

      Bennett's big body shuddered. "I like that."

      Kieran smirked. "What? Me calling you mate?"

      Nodding, Bennett leaned in for a kiss, but Kieran moved his head back and chuckled.

      "No distractions. Now, I will have to leave at some point. I can't stay holed up in your bedroom forever. The clinic is just starting to run smoothly, and the festival starts in less than a week. Plus, I can't just abandon Samantha—or Kai and Jess." He stopped at Bennett's wide smile and narrowed his eyes. "What?"

      Bennett squeezed both of Kieran's cheeks. "I love how much you've become a part of this pack. How much you care about us and how we care about you. It warms my soul, sweetheart."

      Kieran smiled. "Me too. And that's why I can't just stay here, naked in your bed, forever."

      Grunting, Bennett raised one hand to clasp the back of Kieran's head and bring their mouths together. Kieran melted into his firm hold and possessive kiss and hummed.

      Several minutes and a few wet kisses later, Bennett pulled back. "You're moving in with me."

      It took another few moments for Kieran's brain fog to clear enough to process that statement. When it did, his heart sped up, and he swallowed. "You aren't asking me."

      "No, I'm not. You need this"—he tightened his grip on both Kieran's ass and nape—"and it's my job to give it to you."

      Sighing, Kieran released all the tension in his body, burying himself in Bennett's chest, sinking into his warmth and comforting scent. "Absolutely not.”

      Bennett’s fingers flexed. “Kieran—”

      “Nu-uh.” He shook his head, not rising up from Bennett’s neck. “We may be mates, but we aren’t ready for that yet.” He swallowed. “I’m not quite ready for that.”

      Bennett lowered his head and pressed a kiss into Kieran's shoulder, sighing. "Fine. But when we're here in this house together, whose job is it to worry about what's going on outside?"

      "Bennett…" Kieran shivered at the idea of releasing all of his worries at the threshold of his mate’s home. That was too much to ask of Bennett though, wasn't it? "You have too much on your plate already."

      Moving suddenly, Bennett settled them back on the bed, with him on his back this time and Kieran laid out on top of him. He pushed a hand into Kieran's hair, moving it off his face. "Who says I have too much on my plate?"

      Kieran frowned at him. "You think I haven't noticed how you do the majority of what alpha-mates traditionally do? How often do you check on elderly packmates? When people have a problem, who do they go to if they don't want to bug Rick with it?"

      The twist to Bennett's lips let Kieran know he was right. Before he could keep going though, Bennett said, "Kai will take on more when he's ready, and then I'll be able to focus more on what seconds usually are in charge of and devote more time to you. I'm sorry if you feel like I can't give you enough of my attention now."

      "No! No, that isn't what I meant!" Kieran rushed to say, panicking at the idea that Bennett thought for even one second that he wasn't enough for Kieran. “What we have right now is perfect. I couldn’t ask for more.”

      Bennett’s face cleared, and he smiled softly. “That’s just it. You don’t have to ask.”

      He opened his mouth to argue that it was silly to expect Bennett to just know if Kieran needed something, but B rolled them, pressed a quick kiss to Kieran’s mouth, then jumped off the bed.

      “You don’t have your phone, do you?” he asked as he made his way to the bathroom.

      “No, I came over shifted, remember?”

      Bennett chuckled and paused in the doorway. “I remember. You were beautiful. How did it feel to shift?”

      He flushed at the compliment but ignored it. “It felt amazing. Tashmica and Doc’s herbal remedy did wonders for strengthening my wolf. In fact, he was so strong I couldn’t stop him from bringing me here last night.”

      Bennett’s laughter echoed in the bathroom. “Damn wolf is smarter than you are.”

      Kieran looked around for something to throw at the open doorway but couldn’t find anything that wouldn’t break or be useless at making a statement of discontent. “That’s rude.”

      B’s shiny head popped out right after the water in the shower came on. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you in the shower, then you can text Kai and tell him if he needs you he can call you on my phone or bring you yours.”

      Kieran climbed out of bed, jaw slack. “How did you know I’m supposed to meet with Kai later?”

      “Educated guess, sweetheart.” Bennett grinned and disappeared back into the bathroom. “It’s not like you’d be trying to abandon me in bed on a Saturday morning for the clinic.”

      Wow. He was a little too predictable apparently.

      Stepping into the humid bathroom, he couldn’t help but pause at the sight of his gorgeous mate standing under the stream in the shower, all his muscles gleaming. Bennett was only a little taller than Kieran—despite his insistence on calling him little—but his mate’s body was definitely bulkier. And sexy as hell.

      Kieran decided to put their conversation on hold until they finished cleaning each other.

      Thoroughly.
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        * * *

      

      A couple hours later, Kieran found himself sitting in Bennett's bed with his back against the headboard, pillow in his lap to set his notebook and phone on, and Bennett snoozing next to him. Every once in a while, Kieran would go to say something to the others on his conference call, and Bennett would distract him with a touch to his thigh or by arching his back as he turned over.

      Kieran was almost sure he wasn't doing it on purpose.

      "So the mayor and police chief have been notified that some unwanted guests could arrive during the festival, and if they do, we have plans in place to cancel or move each event into a more secure location, correct?" Kai asked, and everyone at the meeting and Kieran agreed. "Okay, and everyone keep your eyes and ears open. We'll have a lot of vulnerable packmates and humans out and about, and we have no idea when Jerico will pop up like a horror movie whack-a-mole."

      Bennett snorted into his pillow.

      "Let's call it then, and we'll meet again Wednesday evening to make sure everything is in place. Everyone has their assignments." There was some chatter as things broke up at Jess's house, but Kieran stayed on the line, finishing his notes and jotting down a to-do list.

      He heard Jess sigh. "Well, everyone seems in good spirits at least."

      Kieran snorted. "I don't want you to take this the wrong way, Jess, but those dumbasses don't think my dad is actually going to show up."

      There was some silence on the other end, and he imagined they were giving each other looks.

      "Am I wrong, Kai? You could read the room better, but from my end…"

      "Definitely sounded like they thought this was all for nothing," Bennett murmured. Kieran reached over and ran a hand over his shoulders, smiling when his mate arched into the touch.

      "They'll still do the prep though, right?" Kai asked, his voice thick with worry.

      "Probably. You are the alpha-mate after all. Whether they believe Jess's vision will come true or not, you asked them to do something, so I suspect they'll do it even if they gripe the whole time." Kieran finished his list. "If you're worried, follow up with them Monday."

      Kai grumbled. "I feel like no one takes me seriously as alpha-mate."

      "Don't say that," Jess jumped in. "People just don't know you well yet, that's all."

      "I feel like they just look at me and see a kid. It doesn't matter that I'm twenty years old and have been taking care of my family my whole life. Because I don't know how to be alpha-mate, I must be useless."

      Kieran wished he could give Kai a hug. "Jess better be hugging you right now."

      "I am!"

      He glanced at Bennett and saw that he'd turned onto his side, facing Kieran, and was frowning a little. As much time as B and Kai spent together, Kieran wondered how often they were really honest with each other like Kai was with him and Jess.

      "Would you like some more responsibilities?" Kieran asked, keeping his eyes on Bennett.

      It took a few moments for Kai to answer. "I told you a few weeks ago that I did. You said there aren't specific jobs for alpha-mates, that I had to find my own path."

      Kieran shrugged and Bennett grinned. "Well, that was mostly true. But I also… maybe… wasn't comfortable enough at that point to tell you that the pack's second-in-command was doing a lot of traditional alpha-mate duties."

      "Seriously?"

      He and Bennett both flinched at the volume of Kai's outraged yell. "Okay, but before you get upset, there isn't a set rulebook or anything. Every pack is different and so is every alpha and alpha-mate. You can choose to do whatever you want, Kai."

      Bennett sat up and settled his head on Kieran's shoulder. "Are you okay?"

      There was a clicking noise, and it took Kieran a moment to place it—one of them was clicking a retractable pen over and over. He had a feeling it wasn't Jess.

      "Kai?" Kieran said as Bennett pressed farther into his side, his heat soaking into his soul and his mating bite tingling a little.

      "I'm okay," Kai finally said, his voice soft. "I just… I knew there was more I could be doing, but things just seemed… comfortable, ya know? Everyone already had their routines and jobs, and I thought it would be easier to just let things stay as they were."

      "No one thinks you should have jumped into things before you were ready," Bennett said.

      "Yeah," Kieran threw in. "You had a whole family to acclimate to pack life, plus get used to being mated. If you feel ready now, then you can do more. Bennett will help you."

      Kai sighed. "I am ready. And I think it's important for the pack to see me, you know? See that I'm not just someone who's comfortable sitting around the manor all day while everyone else works."

      Kieran grinned. "No one who knows you thinks that."

      "That's the problem," Kai said. "Most people don't."

      Kieran exchanged a worried look with Bennett. Kai sounded so sad, but he didn’t know what to do.

      Bennett’s forehead was creased as he seemed to be thinking for a moment, then he grinned. “I have an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Kieran stood behind Bennett’s house as his wolf, head raised and eyes closed. He was enjoying the feel of the sun on him and the wind pulling through his fur. On the breeze, he caught the barest whiff of Rick, Kai, Samantha, and Vanessa. They were still probably over a mile away, but he loped over to the open door and barked at his slow mate.

      Grinning, Bennett appeared in the sunroom doorway. “I’m coming.”

      He scampered away and yipped happily as Bennett exited his house and shut the door behind him. As B dropped to the ground, Kieran froze, completely riveted by the sight of his mate shifting into an enormous Bengal tiger.

      Dear lord, he was beautiful.

      The orange in his fur practically glowed in the afternoon sun as Bennett stretched his spine, first lowering his shoulders, then his hips, then he leapt for Kieran.

      Yelping, Kieran scrambled away, but Bennett caught him easily, taking him to the ground and licking his rough tongue against Kieran’s cheek, a steady purr filling the air.

      His mate was… playing with him.

      Wonder filled Kieran’s chest as he squirmed away, snapped his teeth at Bennett, then took off running. All the times he’d shifted and run with his old pack, they’d never played like this. His father was a firm believer in exercising your wolf but not indulging in that side of yourself.

      Kieran darted into the woods behind Bennett’s house, barking when he heard a rustling not too far away. It wasn’t his mate—no, his gorgeous tiger was too stealthy to make so much noise.

      A moment later, two white blurs burst through some branches and headed for him, returning his bark. Kai and Samantha ran right up to him, bumping into him and rubbing their fur together. After they’d thoroughly scented each other, Kieran looked up to see Bennett, Rick, and V standing nearby watching.

      Kieran ran over to his mate, bumping his head into his shoulder and rubbing up under his chin. A moment later, Rick and Kai were leading the way deeper into the trees, Vanessa and Samantha following, though Samantha seemed to be keeping her distance from the Enforcer.

      After a few minutes of running, they entered a clearing, and Kieran watched the other wolves begin to play and chase each other. Even Rick was darting forward when they got too close to him.

      Bennett headbutted his shoulder, pushing Kieran toward the leaping and tumbling wolves. Needing no further encouragement, Kieran raced forward to join, yipping at Samantha and nipping at her tail as she chased her brother.

      An hour later, Kieran relaxed on the ground near his lounging mate, pressing as close to his body as he could get and closing his eyes. He didn’t think he’d ever had so much fun or felt so happy.

      A heavy weight landed on his side and he let out a growly grunt as he opened his eyes to see Samantha’s white fur sprawled half on top of him. He was confused for a minute, then Kai and Rick joined them, lying close and sharing body heat and scents.

      Puppy pile. They were actually puppy piling! His wolf barked excitedly, but Bennett’s soothing purr calmed him and helped settle him back on the ground.

      He spotted V a few yards away, sitting by herself and watching the trees around them. Even in this moment of levity and bonding, she was doing her duty to protect her alpha and alpha-mate as they relaxed in the soft grass.

      This had been the best idea ever.
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      "Today was a good day," Bennett murmured into Kieran's hair. The sun was just setting, but they hadn't moved from where they'd spent most of the afternoon and evening after returning from the run: lying around the sunroom.

      His favorite activity was made a thousand times better with the presence of his mate at his side.

      Kieran hummed into Bennett’s chest and rubbed a hand up and down his side. "Very good. I think that probably helped Kai, at least a little bit. Hopefully, your meeting Monday will put him at ease even more."

      Before they’d hung up to get ready for the run, Bennett had told Kai he'd meet him at the manor on Monday and begin showing him some of the things he did for the pack, and they could decide what he'd hand over to Kai. He was proud of Kai for taking the step, though he was a little worried he was feeling pressured to do more.

      "I think he’s ready to prove what he can do.” Bennett shifted on the pillows he was reclined on and dug his fingers into the flesh of Kieran's ass.

      Kieran nodded and somehow seemed to relax even more at Bennett's firmer grip. "Yeah. He's smart and resourceful—I've no doubt that he can handle more responsibilities."

      "But?" He could hear the note of hesitancy in Kieran’s voice.

      "I guess just… He seemed kind of down. He was better after the run and puppy pile, but on the call, it was like… he felt like he was letting the pack down." Kieran swallowed, but Bennett could smell the salt of his tears. "I know what that feels like."

      "How have you let the pack down, sweetheart?" Bennett wrapped his other arm around him and held him tighter.

      "Not this one," Kieran whispered.

      When Bennett's hand swept down his side and neared his mate's scars, Kieran flinched, and Bennett gritted his teeth as his rage swelled inside him. His tiger snarled, on edge and outraged whenever he thought too much about the marks.

      Scars on a shifter were always intentional.

      Always.

      "I wish I had known about these before Montana."

      Kieran raised his head and frowned down at Bennett. "What? Why?"

      "Because I would have killed him when I had the chance." Bennett kept his voice calm, and his heart was steady. He wanted Kieran to know he was absolutely serious.

      "Don't say that," Kieran whispered. "You aren't a monster like him, and I don't want you to become one—not even for me."

      Bennett reached up and caressed Kieran's face, purring when his eyes fluttered shut and he turned his face into B's palm. "I'd do anything for you."

      "I know," Kieran murmured, his eyes still closed. "And I'd do anything for you. But I don't want that. I don't want you to hold hatred in your heart. Not even for him."

      "Little wolf… you break my heart and lift me into the heavens all at once." Bennett palmed the back of his mate's head and pulled him down for a lingering kiss. When they separated, he whispered against his lips, "Tell me about the scars, sweetheart. Let that poison out."

      Kieran took a deep, shuddery breath, but he nodded. "Can we eat first?"

      Warmth lit him up, from his toes to his scalp. "Of course." He pressed another kiss to Kieran's mouth, then gently rolled him off his chest and onto the pillows. He quickly stood. "I'll go and fix something. What are you in the mood for?"

      He saw the impulse to argue or offer to help rise up in his mate as he stared up at Bennett, but he took another breath and relaxed into the cushions and smiled. "Meat. And maybe something sweet for dessert?"

      Bennett nodded, pleased his mate was letting him take care of him. "I'll be back shortly. You just relax."

      "Yes, mate." Kieran winked at him and folded his arms behind his head, shutting his eyes with a slight smile on his face.

      Bennett couldn't help the soft purring coming from his chest as he quickly prepared a plate of food for them to share. He had a lot of leftovers in his fridge since Beth always sent him home with some, so he had an excellent selection to choose from. He cut up some rosemary chicken and a T-bone, then heated them carefully in the microwave so he didn't dry them out. The last thing he wanted was to feed his mate a subpar meal.

      While the meat was heating, he dug around in the fridge until he found the slices of cake from earlier that week. He tried a bite and nodded in satisfaction. Grabbing a tray, he piled utensils, the cake, glasses, and the covered plate of meat onto it. He tucked a bottle of shifter wine under his arm and headed back to the sunroom.

      The sun was completely set, so Kieran was nearly hidden among the shadows of the room. Bennett flicked on a lamp and took in the sight of Kieran's tanned skin against the pillows where Bennett spent so much time dreaming about him.

      "Sleeping?" he murmured as he set the tray and bottle on a low table and brought it closer to where they'd nested earlier.

      "Uh-uh. Just relaxing as suggested." Kieran was grinning before his eyes even opened, and Bennett couldn't help but marvel at the difference between this Kieran and the one who'd slammed a door in his face three months ago. Kieran's brow creased as he ran his eyes over Bennett's face. "What's wrong?"

      "Absolutely nothing. I just… I love how free you are with your smiles now, sweetheart. It makes me happy to see them, especially when I'm the cause." He settled down next to Kieran and tugged the small table a little closer, then uncovered the meat plate, steam immediately rising into the air.

      "All of my smiles belong to you," Kieran whispered as he rose up and caught Bennett's face in his hands. He pressed hungry kisses to Bennett's mouth and whimpered when B fucked his tongue inside.

      "Lay back down and let me feed you," Bennett murmured against Kieran's swollen lips several moments later.

      "You're going to spoil me," Kieran said as he resettled, pushing another pillow beneath his upper back so he was slightly elevated.

      "Happily." Bennett opened the wine and poured some in his own glass. "Have you had shifter wine before?"

      "Sure, tons of times. My father always had it on hand."

      Bennett raised his brows as he poured some for Kieran and handed him the glass. "Always? It's pretty expensive to always have available."

      Kieran shrugged and took a sip. "Certain things were important to him. Appearance things. The house was maintained but only on the outside and public rooms, expensive clothes were to be worn when we had guests, and shifter wine was always to be on hand. Everything else…" He shrugged again, took one more sip, then handed the glass back so Bennett could set it on the table. "He's not like Rick. He doesn't put his pack first in any way."

      He'd known that, but hearing Kieran talk so calmly about it set his tiger on edge. Carefully, he speared the best-looking piece of steak and offered it to Kieran, who eyed Bennett for a moment, then simply opened his mouth and let Bennett place the bite on his tongue, closing his lips around the tines.

      Shuddering, Bennett abandoned the fork and picked up the next piece with his fingers. When he touched the steak to Kieran's lips, his mate slowly parted them and then closed them around Bennett's fingers, giving them a light suck and lick.

      "Why don't people leave? Join another pack?" Bennett asked, his voice hoarse.

      Kieran licked his lips and swallowed before he answered. "Do you mean why didn't I leave?"

      "No. You don't have to explain yourself to me. It was dumb of me to ask that. My dad… If Rick hadn't offered me the chance to leave with him, I probably would have stayed in my old pack too." Bennett offered a piece of chicken and shivered as Kieran accepted it just as easily, body completely relaxed as Bennett fed him. "I get what it's like to only know fear and violence, to think there isn't anything better out there."

      Kieran nodded. "My father honestly didn't pay me much attention until my mom died three years ago." He placed a hand on his side. "I was twenty-one and had always known I was the bastard son of the alpha, but it hadn't mattered. My mom had loved me enough for two parents and had shielded me from the worst of my father's impulses and behaviors. He’d never been kind to me, and he was always verbally and emotionally abusive when I was in his presence, but once she passed away… 

      "I came home from college for the funeral and was taken to the alpha house by a couple Enforcers. I didn't realize what was happening until I received confirmation from the school that I'd dropped out. My final year and he just cut off everything. I hadn't realized he'd only been paying the tuition because of her. I was so naïve. Without my mom there, he didn't feel obligated anymore. All my things were moved into a room in the alpha house, and I was told to shut up and stay out of the way."

      "Jesus," Bennett muttered and handed Kieran his wine glass. He took a few sips before handing it back. "When did he start hurting you?"

      Kieran shrugged. "Right away. He’d… backhand me if I said something he didn’t like at dinner or ‘looked’ at him insolently. It got so bad I never knew what was okay to say or do, and then that infuriated him too. ‘Why are you such a weakling?’ ‘Grow a spine.’”

      “Sweetheart…”

      “The scars happened about a year ago, not long after I’d ended things with Marco actually. My father had called a few pack members to the house, and I’d watched as he had one of them beaten, saying they’d been hiding money from him. I tried to stop it, but two of his Enforcers held me back. Later that night, he came to my room with a few more and had them hold me down so he could use a knife dipped in wolfsbane on me. For my insubordination." Kieran fingered the white lines, but his eyes were distant, a remembered pain bright in them. "I sort of gave up at that point. Just did what I was told and kept my head down. I was so worried he'd do something even worse to the man I’d tried to help, but I don't think he ever did.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, I’m so sorry.” Tears burned in Bennett’s eyes as he leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the thin scars, then one to Kieran’s lips. The tiny whimper his mate released at the gentle touches broke his heart. He nuzzled his face against Kieran’s, letting them both relax and breathe in each other’s scents for a few moments.

      Kieran’s scent finally began to ease, and he gave Bennett a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’m okay.”

      Bennett hummed, but he leaned back and fed some more meat to Kieran, then ate a couple bites himself. "Why do you think he bullied Marco into going to Montana?"

      A light pink flush darkened his cheeks. "I'm not sure. I guess because he thought someone I’d had a relationship with would sound more authentic in questioning my honesty."

      "Maybe." Or maybe he thought it would hurt more to have someone you used to care about turned against you. They finished the meat in silence, then Bennett uncovered the carrot cake and speared a bite. "You actually ate some of this the other night at dinner, so I thought it would be a good dessert."

      Kieran pushed his lips out in an exaggerated pout. "I've been eating just fine lately."

      Grinning, Bennett popped the bite into his mouth. "Now that you're shifting again, you'll be burning more calories and need to eat more." He reached over and palmed Kieran's ribs on one side. The bones weren’t protruding or anything, but it was obvious to him that he was still underweight. "And we'll start working out together to build your stamina back up."

      "Fine. I'll let you push me around on the mats if you want. Now give me more cake."

      They finished both pieces off quickly with Kieran eating most of it, and Bennett couldn't have been more pleased. Once he took care of the dishes and burrowed back down into the pillows, he wrapped both arms around Kieran and pulled him tightly against his body. They lay face-to-face for a while, just gazing at each other.

      "What did you mean you let your old pack down?" Bennett finally asked, disturbing the heavy silence.

      Kieran shrugged, but his mouth twisted in pain, his brows furrowing. "It's dumb. I never really had any power or authority, even though he did make me an Enforcer. Everyone knew he only did it because he was worried others would see me as weak."

      Bennett pressed his lips together. He remembered Kieran's anger when he'd first arrived, when he'd thought Bennett was implying he was weak. His reaction suddenly made sense. "So he thought they'd see you as this big, tough Enforcer even if you were basically kept prisoner in the alpha house?"

      "I guess. I was surprised he let me come with Veronica when she came here, though she’s always been a bit… impulsive, so maybe he thought I could rein that in." Kieran snorted, but it was clear he didn’t actually find it humorous.

      “How do you think you let down your old pack though?” When Kieran didn't answer, Bennett ran a hand from his shoulder blade to the dip in his waist and gave it a light squeeze before he smoothed his hand down over Kieran's ass and thigh, then pulled Kieran’s leg up over his hip. "You can tell me anything, sweetheart. Nothing could change how I feel about you."

      He almost said it then, the L-word. But something held him back. Being mates… that was about being shifters. It was real and it was intense and he loved it, but saying "I love you" for the first time was wholly human and scared him for some reason.

      "It's just…" Kieran squirmed a little closer, pressing his face into Bennett's throat. The feeling of his body against Bennett's and his breath against his skin had B’s body reacting, but he ignored it for now. "Once I became an Enforcer, I should have done… something. I could have tried to help more. So many of the people in my father's pack are suffering. He holds his control over them with an iron fist, only allowing certain members to have jobs, stealing money and property whenever he wants and calling it a tithe. I wanted to do something, but I didn't know how. And then the first chance I got, I abandoned them to stay here. What kind of person does that?"

      Bennett pressed a few kisses into Kieran's hair. "You are an amazing person, and I don't want to hear differently. You were tortured by him for speaking up when he had a pack member beaten—I don't think anyone can fault you for hesitating to orchestrate a revolt afterward."

      Kieran huffed out a humorless laugh. "I still could have—"

      "He would have killed you," Bennett finally said. "You know that, right? Just like he would now if you were to actually go back. You embarrassed him in front of the whole shifter community, not just his pack. He'd… He'd kill you, sweetheart."

      Kieran shuddered and pressed his face harder into Bennett's throat. "I know. I knew then too. I knew if I tried to help people too much, he would have seen it as a threat, as me trying to overthrow him and become alpha."

      Bennett held him for several long minutes, waiting for his shivers to lessen. Finally, he said, "What do you want to do?"

      Kieran didn't speak at first, just dug his fingers into Bennett's back a little harder. "I can't leave them unprotected anymore. Marco and the others… they deserve to have a chance away from him."

      "Okay… But what do you want to do?"

      Sucking in a deep breath, Kieran finally said, "I want to go get them. All of them."
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      "I'm sorry, you want to what?"

      Kieran flinched at Rick's loud voice, but Bennett's hand on his lower back kept him steady so he could reply. "I checked with Jess and her vision showed my father with at least two dozen people and wolves, maybe more. That's all of his Enforcers probably and half his betas. This will be our best chance to rescue as many members of his pack as we can."

      Rick rubbed at the bridge of his nose, and Kai squeezed his shoulder, shooting Kieran a sympathetic look. It was only the four of them, and they were in the small sitting room attached to Rick and Kai's bedroom. Bennett had said when they were on their way up the stairs that it used to be Rick's office. Apparently, pretty much everything that used to be in the room was now taking up space in Jamie's office downstairs, though a few things had made it to the library where Rick worked.

      Kieran felt a little bad for disrupting what was obviously family time for his alpha and alpha-mate. Samantha had smiled at him as she'd gone past with Callie and Henry, but the half-finished game on the table in front of the couch spoke volumes.

      "Rick, those people are suffering under McAllister's rule," Bennett said, breaking the silence. "And with most of the fighters coming here, Kieran and I can sneak down there and offer asylum to anyone who wants it. We'd be on our way back before Jerico even knew what had happened."

      Shaking his head, Rick leaned forward, forearms on his knees, and stared at Bennett. "You want to leave our territory right before an enemy and at least two dozen of his fighters get here? What good would it do to save the McAllister Pack if Jerico kills me and becomes alpha of this one?"

      Kai turned his face away but not before Kieran saw the terror in his eyes. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he turned to Bennett. "He's right. You have to stay. You're the pack's second and one of the strongest fighters. You need to stay and protect everyone."

      Bennett narrowed his eyes. "If I stay, so do you."

      Kieran gave a small shake of his head, and Bennett shot to his feet.

      "If I stay, so do you." 

      The fierce look on Bennett's face didn't scare Kieran. He watched as Bennett's eyes flashed, his tiger fighting to be let loose to protect his mate, and he smiled. "Our plan would still work if I went by myself. I know the territory and can get in and take out any betas left behind before they know what happened. He doesn't have witches protecting his borders like we do. He's vulnerable right now. His arrogance in attacking a bigger, stronger pack will be his downfall."

      Bennett opened his mouth—no doubt to argue against the idea he'd been all for just a moment ago—but Rick beat him to it. "You won't go alone."

      Bennett's head whipped around, and he hissed a little. "You aren't sending my mate into enemy territory without me."

      Rick stood and grasped Bennett's shoulders. "I'm not sending him. He's asking to go."

      Kieran rose as well and took one of B's hands in his own, twining their fingers together. "I can do this. Please believe in me."

      The anger drained out of Bennett's body. He shook off Rick's hold and turned to Kieran, wrapping him in his strong arms and pressing his face into Kieran's neck. Kieran never felt as protected as he did when he was enveloped in Bennett's arms.

      "Who would you send?" Bennett murmured, and Kieran realized he was talking to Rick, who'd sat back down and was holding Kai's shaking hand.

      "Drake, Fi, and Jamie." Rick spoke quietly but firmly, like this had been his plan and he'd been thinking about it for days. "Drake's been there before and is a strong fighter, even while he's still relearning certain things. Fiona can fly ahead when they get close and make sure there aren't more fighters left than we thought. And Jamie because someone needs to be in charge of organizing this mess, and I trust him to do it well."

      Bennett nodded but didn't raise his head right away. “We’re going to the basement before we leave so I can see your fighting style and give you some pointers.”

      Kieran bit his lip to stop his smile, even though Bennett couldn’t see it. “Whatever you need, mate.”

      Turning his head, Kieran gave Rick and Kai a small smile and mouthed, "Thank you." Rick nodded, but his lips didn’t even twitch. His face was grim, as was Kai's.

      Despite the Harvest Festival decorations going up all over town, the Kincaid Pack was preparing for a battle.
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        * * *

      

      Kieran leaned back against the brick storefront of Wicca We Can and stared at the bunch of cornstalks attached to the street sign on the corner. They lined the whole street of downtown, along with pumpkins and gourds. Some of the shops—the ones owned by pack members—had wreaths with apples and acorns with a touch of myrrh. Since the Harvest Festival was a sort of combination of Wiccan celebrations and a traditional pack one, it featured elements of both. Kieran had really enjoyed learning about how the pack's coven influenced the festival and vice versa.

      "Kieran!"

      He was smiling before he'd even turned his head to look at Kai, but it spread into a grin when he saw Bennett trailing behind him talking on his phone. Kai stopped next to him and sort of swayed a little before lurching forward and giving him a hug. Surprised, it took a moment for him to respond, but he eventually lifted his arms and wrapped them around Kai's slim form.

      "This is different," he said quietly, and Kai chuckled.

      "Good different though, right?"

      Kieran nodded and gave him an extra squeeze, then they separated. "Are you alright?"

      Kai's head bobbed up and down. "Yeah, yeah, of course. I just… Showing affection to members of the pack is something I should do more of. Don't you think?"

      Brows furrowing, Kieran crossed his arms. "You shouldn't do anything you aren't comfortable with."

      "I am comfortable with it!" Kai rubbed at his face. "Ugh, I'm messing this up."

      Bennett ended his call and stepped up next to them, dipping his head to press a kiss against Kieran's mating bite. "Kai and I talked about things alpha-mates traditionally do on the way into town."

      "And he told me about some of the things he does that I can start doing." Kai bounced on his toes, obviously excited at the idea. "Did you know he brings meals to elderly pack members a few times a week?"

      Kieran eyed his mate. "I did not know that. Doesn't surprise me though."

      Bennett grinned and gave Kieran a quick kiss on the lips. "I'm full of mysteries."

      "Mmhmm. Was that Drake you were talking to?"

      "Maybe." Bennett nodded at the store behind Kieran. "You ready to do this?"

      He rolled his eyes but nodded. Since their conversation with Rick yesterday, Bennett had been trying to hide his worry while calling Fiona or Drake every hour or so. "Whatever 'this' is."

      They headed for the door, and Kai said, "Tash just said to meet her here because she and Damien had an idea on tracking your dad."

      Knowing when his father was actually on his way would be very beneficial for Rick's preparations to meet him head-on as well as Kieran's group's plan to infiltrate. Without a better idea than "soon" on his arrival, they'd have to wait on wards to go off.

      And waiting until he was close enough to do that didn’t sit well with any of them.

      A little bell rang as Bennett pushed the door open and held it so Kieran and Kai could go in first. Tashmica was standing behind the counter and looked up with a smile.

      "Oh good. I can finally stop pretending to do paperwork." She straightened a pile of pages and then shoved them under the counter.

      Bennett chuckled. "If you need help running the shop…"

      She waved a hand, a few gold rings twinkling on her fingers. "It's fine. I finally got the mess Agnes left behind cleaned up, and we should have the new website up and running by the beginning of the festival. I'm hoping that will bring in some more online business, and the password-protected forum section should help us recruit some new coven members."

      A man around Kieran's age poked his head out through the beads covering a doorway to the back room. "I'm ready whenever you are."

      "Thank you, Damien." Tashmica gestured toward the doorway, and they all filed past the counter and pushed through the makeshift curtain.

      Kieran had only been in Wicca We Can a couple times, but he'd never made it to the back room before. The scent of herbs was almost overpowering, and he wondered how it wasn't stronger out front. There were shelves and shelves of labeled jars, boxes, and baskets. There were mortars of every size lined up on another, and then there were the books. Three entire bookcases were stuffed full of hardbound volumes, some of which looked ancient.

      There was a large round table in the center of the room, and it was covered with a map of the United States, a larger mortar, and some open jars with herbs.

      "Whoa," Kai said, his eyes looking around the room as fast as Kieran's had. "This is amazing."

      Tashmica smiled and sat at the table next to Damien, who stood by the mortar and had the shyest smile Kieran had ever seen. He'd noticed on the few other occasions when he'd met the witch that Damien was someone who kept his head down and spoke very softly. But Tashmica said his power nearly rivaled her own.

      "It used to be a complete mess back here, but Damien did a marvelous job organizing things," Tashmica said.

      Kieran and the others nodded, and Kieran said, "I can't believe all the books. Are all of those spell books?"

      Tashmica laughed lightly and even Damien smiled.

      "Oh no. A lot are research and lore. Some are strictly instructional on how to celebrate certain holidays. All kinds of things," Tash said. "Go ahead and take a seat, Kieran."

      He sat where she gestured, next to Damien. He peered in the mortar and wrinkled his nose. "So what exactly are we doing?"

      Damien glanced at Tashmica, but she just nodded at him. After swallowing, he said, "Umm, we're going to scry for your dad using your blood."

      Bennett took a step forward. "You're what now?"

      Damien glanced quickly at him, then dropped his eyes to his hands where he was tearing pieces of a nice-smelling herb into the stone bowl. "Scrying for someone you don't have a personal or magical connection to is usually impossible—or at least very difficult. By using the blood connection between you and your father, I should be able to use that to locate him and follow his progress once he starts moving."

      "That's really cool," Kai said, wandering around the room and touching things. When he neared one particular box, Tashmica tsked before his hand could touch it, and he jumped back like he'd been electrocuted. "Sorry."

      Tashmica smiled and handed a small jeweled knife to Damien. "It's fine, darling. I just don't want you going blind or losing your sex drive by touching things you shouldn't."

      Kieran and Bennett both chuckled at Kai’s horrified face, then B sat next to Kieran and took one of his hands. "Not a lot of blood, right?"

      Shooting his protective mate a smile, Kieran offered his other hand to Damien, who was already shaking his head.

      "No, sir. I'll only need to make a small cut and get a few drops into the mortar."

      Kai sank into the chair next to Tash and propped his chin up with his fist. “This is pretty cool. What’s the difference between a personal and magical connection?”

      Kieran had been wondering the same thing but hadn’t wanted to ask another rude question after he’d messed up and asked about Tash’s powers. As she answered, Damien quickly but gently lifted Kieran’s free hand, sliced a cut into the meatier part under his fingers, then held his hand over the stone bowl.

      “Personal connections can be anyone a witch has met and knows—family, friends, coworkers, regular barista. Whoever. But a magical connection could be someone who a witch hasn't personally met but there's another tie between them, like pack. Even though I haven't personally met every pack member, I could scry for and find every single one because of the magical connection of pack."

      Bennett took Kieran’s already healed hand and pressed a kiss to the palm. "That's how you found Kai's parents and were able to warn us when they attacked him."

      Tashmica smiled and nodded, placing a hand on Kai's wrist. "Yes and no. After their banishment, the connection was… frayed, weaker. But the magical connection to the land within the pack's territory allowed me to see them more clearly once they were back inside the territory. Plus, it helped that they were with actual pack members."

      "Me, Sammi, and Jess," Kai whispered, smiling sadly.

      "Yes.” She watched Damien use the stone pestle for a few moments and mutter a few words under his breath as he worked, then she said, "This shouldn't take too long. The only connection stronger than blood of a family member is blood of a bonded mate."

      There was a little smoke rising out of the bowl, but neither witch seemed worried, so Kieran took a deep breath and gripped Bennett's hand tighter. Once they knew they could track his father, they'd be able to actually make a plan on when to leave.

      Still, his heart raced. As much as he wanted to go back and save as many members of his father's pack as he could, he couldn't help but be afraid. Even though he knew his dad wouldn't be there, he was worried he'd leave his sister or Drago behind.

      "Okay," Damien murmured, grabbing a crystal connected to a string and pressing it into the mixture in the mortar. He raised it out and moved around the table until he was in front of the map. "New Mexico, right?"

      Kieran nodded jerkily and rose, bringing Bennett with him to stand behind Damien. They watched in silence as he swung the crystal in a wide circle around the southwest part of the country. After only a few moments, the crystal stopped moving in a circle, shooting toward a specific spot and landing on the map.

      Damien stepped back, and Kieran shuffled forward, peering down and letting out a breath. "He's still in his own territory. He's not on his way yet."

      The room was silent for a moment, then Kai clapped his hands and stood, startling Kieran. "That's good. That means we have time to get our plan in place. Damien, you can monitor his movements now?"

      Damien nodded, eyes on the ground. "Yes, sir, but what about the scentless visitor? I've been trying to track them, but whenever we get close, they seem to vanish."

      Bennett growled at the reminder, and Kieran patted his arm absently. It was obvious to Kieran that the intruder was simply watching them, not trying to attack, but it was driving Rick and Bennett crazy not being able to locate them.

      Kai turned to Tashmica, who was still eyeing the map. "Can someone else monitor McAllister's movements?"

      She nodded. "We may be down a few members, but we still have enough to work on two jobs at once. I'll take care of it and let you know when he starts to move."

      "Okay, good." Kai nodded and came to stand in front of Kieran, placing a calming hand on his shoulder. "Now, all we have to do is figure out when to send you on your rescue mission."

      Nodding, Kieran pasted on a smile. "Should be a piece of cake."
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      "You're worried," Bennett murmured into the back of Kieran's neck. Instead of going back to the manor after their trip to Wicca We Can, they'd come back home so he could comfort his freaking-out mate. Luckily, Kieran had seemed to calm quite a bit as soon as Bennett had stripped them and led the way to his bed.

      "A little," Kieran whispered, then turned over so they were face-to-face, their bare chests pressed together. "I want to do this—I need to do this—but a part of me is terrified at the idea of going back there, even knowing he won't be there."

      Bennett nodded and pressed a kiss to Kieran's soft lips. "I'll talk to Rick again, and I'll come with you." Before he'd even finished speaking, Kieran was shaking his head.

      "They need you here. You need to protect this pack." Kieran pressed a hand to B's cheek, and he closed his eyes, his heart lurching at the idea of sending his scared mate off by himself. "I promise I'll be okay. Tash checked me over before we left and said I was good as new, right?"

      Grunting, he surged forward, tipping Kieran onto his back and plastering himself to his front. "Yes, and I do trust you to take care of yourself. Especially after you held your own when we sparred last night.”

      “More like put you on your ass,” Kieran interrupted with a snicker.

      Bennett pretended to grumble. “Maybe once.”

      “I remember twice.”

      “I remember pinning you and claiming a victory blow job.” He smirked at the sudden spike in his mate’s arousal. He pressed a kiss into his throat, then refocused on what they’d been talking about. “I guess I’m just… I'm terrified of something happening when I'm not there."

      Kieran wrapped his arms and legs around him and held him tightly. "I'm terrified of that too. My father is bringing a lot of fighters with him—what if something happens to you while I'm off playing hero? How could I survive that?"

      "Shhhh." Bennett pressed longer and slower kisses into Kieran's throat, doing his best to soothe him. He ran his tongue from the base up to the point of Kieran's chin and grinned at the moan that produced. "I promise I'll be okay too."

      Salt hit the air, and Bennett jerked back, startled at the tears on Kieran's face. His mate gave him a sad smile and pulled him in for a kiss. "We're both idiots. We can't actually make promises like that."

      His tiger began to get agitated, not liking that Kieran not only was upset but that there was a real chance one or both of them could get hurt… or worse. Bennett frowned and tightened his grip on his mate. "I know, but I'm going to say it anyway because I think we both need to hear it: I promise I'll be okay."

      Kieran breath hitched as he struggled to steady his breathing, tears spilling out of the corners of his eyes. "I promise I'll be okay."

      Bennett's eyes stung, but he smiled down at his mate and leaned in, pressing the words into his skin. "I promise I'll be okay."

      Nails digging into his shoulders, Kieran shuddered beneath him. "I promise I'll be okay."

      Bennett purred and nipped at the thin skin of Kieran's throat just to feel him shudder again. "Good, sweetheart. But I think there's one more thing we can do to make you feel a little better, a little more secure."

      Kieran arched beneath him, and he heard the smile in his voice. "Oh yeah? I think I know what that is."

      "I want you to knot me," Bennett whispered, then nuzzled the side of Kieran's neck, ignoring how his mate seemed to be frozen beneath him. "If you want to. I just thought… it might help settle your wolf. Make him feel more secure in our mating before we have to be separated by thousands of miles."

      "Bennett…" Kieran was suddenly squeezing him almost too tightly, then he flipped them over, and B couldn't help but be impressed—and aroused—by his mate's strength. Peering down at him, Kieran studied his face. "Are you sure?"

      "Of course. There isn't anything I wouldn't give you. My body belongs to you just as yours belongs to me."

      "You…" Kieran's beautiful brown eyes lit up with an emotion Bennett couldn't quite decipher. "I love you so much."

      Heart hammering, Bennett smiled. "I love you too, sweetheart. And I promise I will always do my best to be the very best mate to you."

      Tears sprung up in Kieran's eyes once more, but he swiped them away. "Me too. I'm going to take such good care of you."

      "Ditto."

      Smiling wider than Bennett thought he'd ever seen, Kieran took a few deep breaths, then scrambled to the bedside table and grabbed the lube. Grinning at his mate’s enthusiasm, B tucked one hand behind his head and ran the other down his chest to his groin, cupping his testicles and squeezing.

      “How are you so hot?” Kieran muttered, looking almost disgruntled, but his eyes were glued to where B was now rolling his balls in his hand.

      Bennett grinned, glad his body pleased his mate. “Me? You’re the gorgeous one. I drown in your eyes on a daily basis, sweetheart.”

      Snickering, Kieran wedged himself between Bennett’s thighs and shoved a pillow under his hips. “That was awful.”

      He’d say a thousand corny lines to see that smile on Kieran’s face.

      He kept his eyes on Kieran, letting his hand fall away and spreading his legs as far as they’d go when he saw Kieran lubing his fingers. Face creased with concentration, Kieran pressed a finger into Bennett’s body.

      The burning sensation lit up Bennett’s nerve endings and he gasped as he arched his neck.

      “Okay?” Kieran murmured, pausing his movements.

      Bennett nodded, eyes squeezed shut and taking a deep breath. “Mmhmm. Give me a kiss, then keep going.”

      He smiled as he opened his eyes, taking in Kieran’s amused expression as he leaned in. Kieran kissed him quickly, then nipped his lower lip and pulled his finger back out. He set a steady but easy pace as he stretched Bennett, his eyes watching closely for any more signs of discomfort.

      Pre-come was leaking from Bennett’s dick, and he was tired of waiting. “Come on, sweetheart.”

      “So impatient,” Kieran muttered, giving Bennett’s prostate a hard tap before pulling his fingers free.

      “Fuck,” Bennett snarled, body arching. “Get inside me, mate. Right now.”

      “Jesus.” Kieran’s hands looked like they were shaking, his eyes lit up and fangs peeking out as he rubbed some lube on his cock, then lined up with Bennett’s body. He locked eyes with B and raised his brows. “You sure?”

      He nodded fast, reaching for Kieran and pulling him down on top of himself. Pressing wet, hungry kisses into any inch of skin he could reach, he said, “Knot me right now, Kieran. Tie us together.”

      A moment later, Kieran had buried his cock inside Bennett and they both hollered at the sensation. Bennett reached down and clasped Kieran’s ass, digging his nails in.

      “Fuck, yes,” Kieran muttered, dropping his head to Bennett’s throat and planting his forearms on the bed next to him. He began to thrust hard, and Bennett moaned, his whole body tingling.

      His mate was fucking him into the mattress, and it was amazing.

      He could feel his orgasm building and grinned at the ceiling as he planted his feet more firmly on the mattress and raised his hips to meet each body-jolting plunge. Gritting his teeth, he peeled his fingers from Kieran’s ass right before his claws would have pierced his skin.

      He gripped the sheets next to him and panted as he felt Kieran’s cock beginning to expand, his mate’s loose-hipped, long thrusts turning to short, forceful shoves as he whimpered into Bennett’s throat.

      “Oh god, Bennett.”

      “I’m right here.” He threw his arms around his shivering mate as he felt Kieran’s growing knot start to press against his prostate. “Feels so good, baby.”

      Kieran gave a disjointed cry, and he rammed in one last time, his fangs catching a little on Bennett’s skin. The overwhelming feeling of fullness, the pressure on his prostate, and the sharp bite of pain all combined to hurtle Bennett over the edge, his roar exploding out of him at the same time his come did.

      He was still trying to catch his breath when he noticed Kieran was whispering something into his skin over and over between apologetic kisses to the spot where he’d nicked Bennett.

      He strained to hear over his thundering heart, then tightened his hold on his mate once he caught the words.

      “I promise I’ll be okay.”
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      Kieran stood in the sunroom and watched the sky in the east beginning to lighten and turn pink. Last night had been almost as amazing as their mating, but after only a few hours of sleep, he'd found himself awake once more, anxiety rolling in his gut. Rather than toss and turn and bother Bennett, he'd come out to the sunroom to await the day.

      He knew once Bennett woke up he'd have to convince him that he and the others should fly down to New Mexico right away, and that wasn't a conversation he was looking forward to.

      Their promises to each other rang in his ears, but Kieran was still worried. He couldn't help but feel like something really bad was on the way. Something they weren't seeing. Something they'd missed.

      He had a feeling his father was the least of their worries.

      He didn't hear Bennett approaching, but he felt it through their mating bond and smiled as two big arms wrapped around him and B pressed his bristly face into his neck.

      "Morning. What are you doing up so early?" Bennett's voice was little more than a grumbly mumble, and it made Kieran smile wider.

      He wanted ten thousand mornings like this.

      "Couldn't sleep." He patted Bennett's arms on his stomach with one hand and raised his coffee cup to his lips with his other. "Did the smell of coffee wake you? I'm sorry."

      "Don't be." Bennett's arms tightened just a little more. "I'd rather be right here with you than sleeping and wasting what little time we have before you leave."

      Heart lurching, Kieran tried to turn around and face Bennett, but his grip was too strong.

      "Don't," Bennett whispered, sounding gutted. "I know. We'll go and talk to the others."

      Clearing the emotions out of his throat, he said, "Soon. Let's stay like this for a little while longer."

      Bennett didn't say anything, just nodded into the side of his neck and tightened his hold.

      The day could wait.
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        * * *

      

      By noon, Kieran was standing next to an SUV, his nerves fluttering in his belly as he watched Jamie order Rick around without actually ordering him. It would have been funny under different circumstances.

      "Will you make sure Nico has the houses and rooms stocked with supplies? I'll let you know final numbers before we head back," Jamie said for the third time since Kieran and Bennett had arrived at the manor.

      "We’ll handle it,” Kai said, stepping between Rick and Jamie and giving Jamie a hug. “I already told Ericka she’s in charge of making sure Rick stays on schedule while you’re gone too, and she is not pleased, so hurry back.”

      Bennett put the last bag in the trunk and slammed the back shut, then came over and wrapped Kieran in his arms, pressing his face into Kieran's neck and inhaling deeply. "I don't like this."

      "I don't either, but hopefully we'll help some people who wouldn't otherwise know they had another option."

      Grunting, Bennett squeezed him, then released his hold and stepped back, cupping Kieran's face. "I'm proud of you. Text me often, sweetheart."

      "I will. I promise." He stared into Bennett's warm eyes, hoping his mate would hear the echo of their promises to each other. "I love you."

      "I love you."

      "I love you both!" Kai said, suddenly standing next to them, grinning. Bennett rolled his eyes but was also smiling, though that dropped off when Kai elbowed him out of the way and launched himself into Kieran's arms. "Be careful and don't take risks. If there are too many betas left behind or you get a bad feeling, then just come back. We’ll figure something else out if we have to."

      Kieran carefully breathed in the comforting scent of his alpha-mate and friend. "I'll be fine. No risks. Promise."

      "Move, Kai," Samantha said, hands on her hips behind her brother. "You aren't the only one who wants to say bye to him."

      Kieran chuckled as Kai stepped back and playfully shoved his sister. "You're all acting like I'm going to be gone weeks when it'll probably be a few days at most." He suddenly had a mouthful of hair and an armful of Samantha. Her body quivered, and her scent was laced with fear. "Hey, it's okay."

      "You don't know that." Her voice was little more than a whisper, her hold on him nearly strangling.

      "You're right. But I am going to be very careful and do everything I can to come back to you and Kai and Bennett safely. That I can promise."

      She nodded into his shoulder and took a shuddery breath before pulling back and swiping at her eyes. "Okay. Will you text me when you get there? And before you head home? And—"

      "I'll text you as often as I do Bennett," he said with a grin.

      "Which will be about every hour, right?" Bennett said from where he was leaning against the SUV, arms crossed and warm smile on Kieran.

      "Yes, dear. Every hour on the hour—except while we're in the air." He smiled and lifted up to press one more kiss to Bennett's lips. "Make sure Kai doesn't ruin the festival, okay?"

      "Hey! I heard that," Kai called from where he was standing next to Rick, crossing his arms. Samantha giggled as she stepped back next to him. "Hopefully, you'll be back before it's over."

      Kieran's heart lurched. He'd put so much work into helping organize things that it hurt that he might miss it. But none of them really had any idea when his father would make his move; they just had to be ready. "Maybe. Still no movement from my father, according to Tashmica an hour ago."

      His group was flying out later that day, and then they'd wait outside the McAllister Pack territory until they got word from the coven that his father was past the New Mexico border and clearly headed for Michigan. Then they'd make their move and hopefully be on the road with their rented vehicles—and new pack members—within a few hours.

      Rick had offered to fly home everyone who wanted to move, but Kieran and Kai had talked sense into him. Without knowing how many people were coming, the cost of buying same-day tickets for possibly dozens of people was too much for the pack to have to swallow. It was about a twenty-hour drive, and they'd have plenty of people to rotate drivers and not have to stop too much.

      He gave one more forced smile to Kai, Rick, and Samantha, then turned to the SUV once more. Fi was already in the driver’s seat, and Drake and Jamie were quietly sitting in the back, Jamie with his head still buried in his tablet.

      Bennett was standing next to the front passenger door, a tight smile on his face. Kieran walked over and didn't stop until he was pressed against his mate. "I'll be back before you know it. You won't even have time to miss me."

      "Don't be ridiculous," Bennett murmured, palming the back of Kieran's neck and tilting his head to the side so B could press a kiss to Kieran's mating mark, then rub their cheeks together. "I already miss you."

      "Me too."

      A few minutes later, he was settled in the vehicle, hand pressed to the window, and Fi was driving away from the manor. Rick, Kai, Samantha, and Bennett stood on the steps, faces grim but waving.

      "Don't worry," Fiona said as she waited for the gates to open. "This honestly will probably be a piece of cake. Based on Jess's vision and your knowledge of your father and his pack… we'll be in and out before he realizes he's lost everything."

      With any luck, by the time they returned to Michigan, there wouldn't be anything left of the McAllister Pack beyond the handful of fighters Jerico McAllister brought with him.

      With luck.
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      Twenty feet in the air, the hunter frowned at the SUV driving away from Alpha Kincaid’s mansion. McAllister’s son was leaving with a few others, but he wasn’t sure where they were going. Hanging around town had allowed him to gather a lot of information about the pack by listening and asking just a few questions.

      Kincaid’s pack was probably a little too friendly with a stranger in their territory, but he found he kind of liked that. Where he was from, everywhere you went you were greeted with hostility. That was how hunters operated.

      Coming to a decision, he pulled out his phone and made the call.

      After ringing several times, Jerico finally picked up. “Yeah?”

      He could hear a female giggling in the background, but he refrained from rolling his eyes. “A group of Kincaid’s Enforcers just left the territory. They had luggage with them.”

      The giggling cut off abruptly. “So they’ll probably be gone for a while.”

      He didn’t bother responding to that obvious observation.

      “That’s perfect. With his coven weakened and half of his Enforcers gone, I won’t have a more perfect opportunity to kill Kincaid and take over his pack.”

      McAllister sounded like he was talking to himself more than the hunter, so he didn’t bother correcting him about the number of Enforcers who’d left. Kincaid didn’t have enough, that was for sure, but even with some of them gone, he wouldn’t be a pushover like McAllister assumed.

      But that wasn’t his business.

      “Keep your eyes on Kincaid and his mate. If you can, get his half-breed mate alone and hold on to him for me. I want him alive when I get there so Kincaid can watch me kill him.”

      He swallowed the bile rising in his throat. “He’s never alone, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      Jerico chuckled. “I’ll get my men together, and we’ll leave tonight. We should arrive around nightfall tomorrow, but I’ll call when we get close.”

      Grunting an acknowledgement, he hung up and gripped his phone as he squeezed his eyes shut. He hadn’t heard where McAllister’s son was going, but he’d slipped hex bags into each of the pack’s SUVs when they were around town. Getting onto the grounds of Kincaid’s mansion would have been damn near impossible with how heavily it was warded and how many betas and Enforcers were present at any given time. But everyone used the vehicles when they went into town, and once they were outside the gates, it was easy for him to wait until the SUVs were empty, break in, and stash the bags.

      He pulled up the number of his witch and dialed as he easily slipped down a few branches, then dropped to the ground beneath the tree.

      “Hey. Still in Michigan?”

      He sighed. “Yeah, and I need a favor. I think McAllister’s son is about to do something really stupid.”
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      “What I’m saying is, the intruder left the territory twenty minutes ago… or about an hour after Kieran left.”

      Bennett clenched his jaw and crossed his arms as Rick swore and scrubbed at his face. When Tashmica had stormed into the library, that had been the last thing B had expected to hear. He, Rick, and V had been brainstorming on how they wanted to handle McAllister’s attack so they could present the plan to the others after dinner.

      “So McAllister’s hunter is following Kieran.” His voice was flat, but his blood was boiling beneath the surface. It had gone against his instincts to just stand there as the SUV carrying his mate had driven away, and now he knew why. “I’m calling Fi and telling her to turn around.”

      Before he could even pull his phone out, Rick was in front of him, gripping his shoulder. “Take a breath. He’s not out there by himself, and this hunter has had more than a few opportunities to grab him or hurt him if that was really what he was being paid to do.”

      Doing as he was told, Bennett slowly inhaled, held it, then exhaled. "So what? He was told to watch Kieran?"

      Rick watched him for a few more seconds, then gave his shoulder one more squeeze and stepped back with a shrug. "I don't know."

      V stood from where she'd been perched on the arm of a chair and paced, her brow furrowed. "What if… What if he was watching us? All of us. And Kieran leaving is the catalyst that prompts McAllister to attack."

      Bennett and Rick pivoted to face her, folding their arms over their chests. "You're saying our reaction to Jess's vision is what is going to cause her vision?" Rick asked.

      Vanessa threw her arms up in the air. "Maybe? But it would make sense, right?" She looked at Tashmica. "Can Jessica try tapping into her vision again or whatever and see if it's the same?"

      Nodding, Tash pulled out her phone and stepped out of the room.

      Bennett rubbed his chin. "Visions of the future are fucking weird."

      V snorted and Rick chuckled, then said, "We wondered what would possess Jerico to come here and attack us when we're stronger and have the home advantage… Maybe you're right. Maybe his hunter saw some of my Enforcers leave the territory with his boss's son and told McAllister we're more vulnerable now than ever."

      "It's still dumb as hell," V said, face fierce. She stopped pacing and turned to face him and Rick, crossing her arms as well. "He wanted an alliance with us because of the strength of our pack and our witches. Even without Drake and Fi, we're still strong, and we still have a coven even if we lost some members."

      "You guys didn't see his face when Kieran got away from him in Montana. Enraged is putting it mildly," Bennett said.

      "Then why not just have the hunter try and take Kieran when he was alone or only with you?" Rick murmured, turning away and pacing toward the window facing the woods south of the manor. "Why come here himself? Why attack a larger enemy?"

      They were all quiet for a while, then V made a surprised noise. Turning to her, Bennett raised his eyebrows. "You okay?"

      Rick peered over his shoulder, frowning. "What was that?"

      "That was my 'I just realized something' noise. Sorry." She rolled her eyes, then planted her hands on her hips. "What did I do as soon as you became alpha?"

      Turning all the way around, Rick cocked his head. "What?"

      "When you first defeated Alpha Abbott—what did I do?"

      Shooting a confused look at B, Rick shrugged. "You stormed into the house we were staying in and…" His eyes widened, and Bennett's stomach clenched. "You picked a fight with B."

      Nodding, she said, "And I did that because I was smaller, but I was also angry as hell. I'd been a beta for two years under Abbott, and then you swooped in and took over, and I was terrified I'd have to start from the bottom again, proving myself and working my way up like all I’d put into the pack meant nothing. And that pissed me off. It pissed me off to think that you'd see me as weak."

      "So you think," Bennett began, mind going a mile a minute, "McAllister is going to attack us because he's mad that he's not as powerful as Rick?"

      She shrugged. "Maybe. But I think it's more than that. You took out my alpha easily, and that was embarrassing to some of us. I felt a little bit like you'd just shown up to humiliate us. To make us look like fools for following a weak alpha."

      Bennett's eyes shot to Rick's. "He kept saying how the hearing was dragging his pack's name through the mud."

      "Fucking hell," Rick muttered, stepping away from the window and closer to them. "I started this mess. He's coming here because he thinks I deliberately embarrassed him in front of the Council. In front of the entire shifter community."

      Tashmica stepped back into the library, eyeing their tense stances. "Jess says the vision is even clearer, and she thinks they'll be here tomorrow."

      No one moved for several moments, then Rick nodded once. "Okay. Tash, have someone continue to monitor the map and let us know the minute McAllister starts to move. You two, get the other Enforcers and betas and meet me in the Great Hall in an hour. Tell Nico to send out an email asking any able-bodied fighters to join us tomorrow morning."

      Tashmica frowned but agreed and headed out. V and Bennett approached Rick first, receiving hands on the sides of their necks.

      "This isn't your fault," B said, holding Rick's tormented gaze.

      "Maybe, maybe not. But either way, tomorrow we go to war."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Wake up, Kieran."

      A light hand on his shoulder was shaking him, but the jet lag had wiped him out so waking was sluggish. "What time is it, Fi?"

      "Midnight. I just got word from home that your father crossed the New Mexico border an hour ago and is clearly heading north. It's time to go." She was crouched next to the twin bed he was lying on, her gold eyes nearly glowing in the dim light.

      They'd arrived in New Mexico in the evening after having a layover in Atlanta, then booked a motel room about twenty minutes from his father's territory. He'd originally thought they'd have to wait longer to hear his father was on the move, but when they'd landed, he'd had a text from Bennett telling him to call ASAP, and they'd found out about V and Rick's theory and Jess's updated vision.

      Sitting up, he surveyed the room, noting with a suppressed grin the way Jamie was sitting at the little table in the corner working and Drake was standing against the wall on the other side of the room trying not to look like he was staring.

      He shuffled into the bathroom and splashed some water on his face, then headed back out to see Jamie packing up his things. "Nico just emailed me an updated list of houses available, plus we have rooms in the manor for overflow. Without knowing how many to expect, we don't know if that will be enough though."

      Kieran walked over and placed a hand on Jamie's shoulder. "Once you see how some of these people have been forced to live, you'll understand why I say it's okay if they have to double up for a while. I'm sure they'll be grateful for anything we can give them."

      "We should go," Drake muttered, peering out the blinds into the quiet parking lot.

      "Okay, yeah." Kieran nodded and turned to Fi, who was already stripping. "You remember where you're going?"

      She smirked. "I remember. Try not to worry. Give me about a ten-minute head start, then head out. We'll meet at the rendezvous location just south of the alpha house in half an hour. Okay?"

      Everyone nodded, then she finished stripping and quickly shifted. She shook out her wings a little, then clicked her beak at Drake, who smiled and moved to the door.

      "Thirty minutes, Fi," he said, then pulled it open.

      She was gone a moment later, flying into the night. Drake shut the door and eyed the room, but they hadn't unpacked anything from the car except Jamie's laptop bag.

      "Maybe you should stay here, Jamie. Just until we—"

      "Absolutely not!" Jamie shot to his feet, visibly bristling. “The whole point of this… this operation is to get in and out quickly. We can’t do that if I’m twiddling my thumbs in this motel room.”

      They were staring each other down, standing less than a foot apart. Kieran eyed them both, curious about who would give. He understood where Drake was coming from, but Jamie was right as well.

      And he also had a feeling they were maybe all underestimating Jamie.

      Huffing, Drake turned away and stormed out of the room.

      Clearing his throat, Kieran raised his brows at Jamie. “You okay? None of us would think less of you if you waited until it was clear to join us.”

      He rolled his eyes and straightened his bag over his body, his hands a little twitchy but his face calm. “I’m fine. I’ll hang back but I’m not hiding here. Alpha Kincaid trusted me to come with you guys and make sure you don’t make a mess of things, and I’m going to do that.”

      Grinning, he slapped Jamie’s shoulder. “Alright. Let’s go steal a pack.”
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      “I flew around the territory twice and only saw two people apparently on guard duty,” Fiona said, pulling on her shirt. “I landed on a tree outside the alpha house and watched for a little while. There was a woman inside but most of the house was dark, so I can’t be sure there aren’t more people in there. And there wasn’t much movement from the rest of the pack.”

      Kieran nodded. “That’s normal. Even with my father out of town, people are too scared to break his rules and a big one is curfew.”

      Grunting, Drake fisted his hand. “I remember. It was creepy as hell.”

      Jamie typed a few things on his phone, then asked without looking up, “Are the guards patrolling?”

      Fi snorted. “Nope. One looked like he was half-asleep in a lawn chair behind the alpha house.”

      “Leon,” Kieran said derisively. He was lazy as hell, but for some reason, his father found him entertaining.

      “The other is on the hood of a car just outside the… pack town? Village? Cluster of homes down the road from the alpha house?” Fiona’s features twisted in confusion.

      Kieran chuckled lightly as he unfolded the map and handed the marker to her. “Can you mark where the car is?”

      She put an X next to where his father’s house was marked and then another about a mile away, between the house and where the rest of the pack was. Separating his father’s house from them. “I say we take out the guy on the car, then swing around and approach the guy behind the house from the side, using the building as cover.”

      Drake nodded as he studied the map, running a finger from one X to the other, looping out to where they currently were in a small patch of woods that bordered one edge of the territory. “We’ll use the trees for as much cover as we can, just in case there are others in the house.”

      A few minutes later, they were approaching the small pack settlement and the beta sitting on his car smoking and listening to music. With headphones.

      “They could have made this a little harder,” Drake whispered. He paused and exchanged nods with Fi before she stepped out and crept closer to the car, approaching from the north since the vehicle and beta were facing the settlement.

      Before Kieran could even think to suggest he or Drake go too, Fi had leapt onto the trunk, flipped onto the roof and pushed off with her hands, and was landing on the unsuspecting beta’s back. She had him in a choke hold before he even knew what was happening, and it was over before it began, Fiona releasing his limp body and jumping lightly to the ground.

      She skipped into the woods, and Kieran snapped his jaw shut. “Fucking hell, Fi. That was…”

      Winking and laughing, she wrapped an arm around his neck and tugged him in for a strangling hug. “Don’t mention it.”

      “Is he… dead?” Jamie asked, his voice barely more than a whisper.

      Releasing Kieran, Fi shrugged and pulled out an empty syringe. “Nah. But he won’t be awake for at least a day according to Tashmica.”

      “Jesus…” Jamie couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the unmoving body of the beta.

      Drake was watching him, and Kieran saw his arm jerk like he was going to lift it but changed his mind at the last moment. Instead of offering Jamie comfort, Drake turned and led the way north. “Let’s get going, folks.”

      They trudged through the trees for a little while, then Kieran pulled out his phone.

      Kieran: You didn’t tell me Fi was a complete badass.

      Bennett: Didn’t I? *wink emoji*

      He smiled, let B know they were almost done taking out the guards, and slipped his phone back in his pocket. Drake and Fi slowed, and he and Jamie drew up next to them and stopped. Just ahead, barely visible through the trees, was his father’s house. His stomach clenched as he wiped his sweaty palms on his thighs.

      This was it.

      “Drake and I will approach the house and circle around to the back. You two stay here.” Fi eyed Kieran, her face more stern than usual.

      “I can help—”

      “Kieran.” Drake spoke quietly but his deep voice cut through the quiet night. Kieran turned to him, ready to argue his point, but the way Drake met his gaze, then darted his eyes to Jamie shut Kieran up.

      “Yeah, okay. We’ll stay here.”

      “We’ll be right back,” Fi said, acting like there hadn’t just been a silent conversation between them all. “Once we take care of the other guard, we can breach the house and implement the plan.”

      The plan being Kieran leading them to his father’s office and using the emergency system to send out a message to the whole pack asking them to come to the house. Once they were there, Kieran had a feeling it wouldn’t be very hard to convince them to leave.

      Hopefully.

      A few minutes later, he was standing nervously next to Jamie, waiting for the other two to return. The woods didn’t extend to the back of the house, so they were stuck near the front, unable to see what was happening.

      “I’m sorry,” Jamie whispered out of nowhere, causing Kieran to jump a little.

      “For what?”

      He shrugged and didn’t say anything for a moment. Finally, he said, “I know they made you stay here because of me. I heard about how well you sparred against Bennett.”

      Tilting his head, he eyed Jamie discreetly. It was easy to forget how young the other man was sometimes because of how effortlessly he flitted around the manor and how Rick and the others looked to him for help with certain things. At that moment, Jamie’s arms were wrapped around his chest tightly, his shoulders hunching in.

      “Hey.” He waited until Jamie looked up and met his eyes, grimacing. “I’m glad you’re here with us.”

      Jamie rolled his eyes, but his scent gave away his embarrassment. “Drake isn’t.”

      Kieran slapped a hand over his mouth to stifle his inappropriate laughter. Once he had that under control, he said, “Yeah, well, B wasn’t too thrilled about me doing this either.”

      From one moment to the next, Kieran went from being entertained at Jamie’s shocked face to horrified at the clawed hand gripping Jamie’s pale throat. He jerked forward, arm outstretched, but he froze when the hulking man behind Jamie pressed the tips of his claws into Jamie’s skin.

      “Don’t move,” the man growled, a sneer on his craggy face, “or I’ll rip out his throat so fucking fast he’ll bleed out before he can heal.”

      “Jacobson. Get left behind to water the plants?” Kieran lifted his lip in a snarl, keeping his eyes on Jacobson’s hand and trying not to let the scent of Jamie’s fear cloud his mind.

      “I’m glad I convinced your father to leave an Enforcer in charge.” Jacobson grinned and pressed his nose into Jamie’s hair, inhaling deeply. Jamie squeezed his eyes shut, visibly shuddering. “Those useless betas would have let you just waltz in. Now, I get to—”

      At first, it wasn’t clear what had happened. Jacobson’s body jolted, and he made a sort of gurgling noise as he released Jamie and grasped at something protruding out of the front of his throat. Kieran grabbed Jamie’s arm and jerked him away, though Jacobson didn’t seem to be much of a threat anymore, falling to his knees and choking on… an arrow?

      “Kieran!” Jamie pointed at a figure approaching, someone Kieran hadn’t even noticed, too distracted by the disgusting and terrifying sight of one of his father’s men dying in front of him.

      He shoved Jamie behind him and crouched slightly, dropping his fangs and extending his claws. Just because this person had taken out Jacobson didn’t automatically make them a friend—in fact, they were the most dangerous person in the woods at that moment: a complete unknown.

      When the figure stepped out from the dense shadows, stride unhurried but purposeful, Kieran realized who they were immediately. His stomach clenched at the new unknown factor.

      “What do you want, hunter?” And where the hell were Fi and Drake?
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      The hunter stopped about a dozen feet away when Kieran released a warning growl and flashed his eyes.

      “Easy, wolf.” The man’s voice was warm with what sounded like fondness and held a hint of a southern accent. His long blond hair was in a bun with the single small braid on one side hanging loose. The wide-ass grin was almost hidden in his thick, overgrown beard, and his clothes were ragged and covered in dirt. Kieran was kind of glad he couldn’t smell the guy, honestly.

      “Answer the question. You followed us here—from Michigan—and now you killed someone to… what? Help us?”

      “So suspicious.” The guy stepped forward, and Kieran herded Jamie back, keeping the same distance between them. Snorting, the hunter stopped next to the dead Enforcer, placed a booted foot on his back, and pulled the arrow out. He wiped it on the Enforcer’s shirt and stuck it in the quiver strapped to his back. “You alright, gorgeous?”

      It took Kieran several seconds to realize the hunter was talking to Jamie. Not that he’d thought the guy was talking to him, but the sentence hadn’t made sense in his head.

      What the hell was happening?

      “Um.” Jamie’s scent lost some of its notes of fear, but he didn’t try to move around Kieran. “I-I’m fine. Thank you for helping me.”

      Giving a half bow, the hunter ran his eyes over the parts of Jamie he could see. “Anytime, gorgeous.”

      “Kieran! Jamie!” Drake broke into the copse of trees they were having their slight standoff in, with Fiona just behind him, but skidded to a halt between the hunter and Kieran and Jamie, facing the hunter. “What the fuck?”

      The hunter rolled his eyes and held up his hands, one still holding the large compound bow. “Damn, take a breath. I just saved your boy’s ass after you left him alone in the woods.”

      There was an edge to the man’s voice suddenly that hadn’t been there before, and Kieran had to fight the urge to start slapping people upside the head. Now was hardly the time for a jealous spat.

      “He wasn’t alone,” Kieran said, crossing his arms and relaxing his stance. “Asshole.”

      Fi walked forward, holding up her hands. “Okay, everyone needs to take a step back and take a breather. We need to get back on task and stop fucking around. Now who the hell are you?”

      “Gabriel Morde.” Gabriel passed his bow to his left hand and extended his right. “I was hired by Alpha McAllister.”

      “And the trespasser Damien has been tracking,” Kieran said. “You know, the person Rick and Bennett were worried had followed us when we left the territory.”

      Fi and Drake immediately started talking over each other about what to do, and Jamie pulled out his phone, ready to call Rick, but Kieran waved his hands.

      “Hang on.” When everyone settled down, he met Gabriel’s amused face as the hunter lowered his arm since no one was about to get that close to him. “If my father hired you, then I want to know why you killed one of his men?”

      “That’s a good question,” Fi said, crossing her arms. “I’d like to know the answer to that too.”

      Drake shook his head and paced away but came back quickly, suddenly much closer to Jamie and firmly between him and everyone else. “Speak, hunter.”

      The smile never faltered, but it was suddenly very apparent Gabriel was about to lie, or at least not tell the whole truth. Without a scent, it was harder to tell, but his heart jumped just the tiniest bit before he started talking. “I decided to void the contract. I was beginning to not care for the things he was asking me to do.”

      Now Kieran’s own heart was thumping harder. “What did he ask you to do?”

      Gabriel held his gaze, face impassive, for several seconds. “Well, the last thing he asked—before I ended up following you all instead—was to kidnap Kincaid’s mate so he could kill him in front of Kincaid.”

      “Oh god.” Kieran turned away, sick to his stomach and hand over his mouth. He heard Drake say Jamie’s name, then Jamie was stepping away, phone to his ear, letting Rick know that Kieran’s father wanted to murder Kai. Sweet, caring, bossy-as-hell Kai.

      He might throw up.

      How could his father be willing to go so far?

      His breathing was getting shallow and his head fuzzy when a warm hand landed on his shoulder and a phone was pressed to his ear.

      “Sweetheart?”

      His mate’s calm voice was like a cool wave washing over him, soothing his panic and fear. “Hi, babe,” he whispered, voice breaking.

      “You okay?”

      The simple question nearly brought him to his knees. He stepped farther away from the others, not wanting Gabriel to overhear his conversation. “No. Bennett, my father… He—”

      “Shh, it’s okay. Jamie told us. Don’t worry about Kai—we’ll keep him safe,” Bennett said.

      Kieran’s breath hitched. “I wish you were here. I don’t know what I was thinking coming here.”

      Bennett’s soft chuckle made him smile. “You were thinking of Marco and the others like him who need help getting away.”

      Inhaling slowly, he tried to calm his racing heart. “Well, that seems like it’d be a good idea.”

      Another chuckle in his ear. “Yeah. My mate’s pretty damn smart. And kind. And strong.”

      “Bennett…”

      “And he made me a promise.”

      One more shuddery breath, then Kieran nodded. “I did.” He turned to face the others, eyeing the hunter once more and wondering how to proceed. “I may have some extra help to make that promise come true.”

      “Don’t trust a man without a scent, sweetheart.”

      He met Gabriel’s steady gaze. “I won’t.”

      He hung up and handed the phone to Jamie, smiling at him in thanks, then turning to the others. Fiona was looking at him expectantly, but Drake hadn’t taken his eyes off Gabriel. After tucking his phone away, Jamie looked at Kieran too, and he suddenly realized they expected him to tell them what to do.

      Despite all three of them being arguably higher ranked in the pack, they waited on his orders. Trusted him to make the right decision.

      The strength of their faith in him hardened his spine and solidified the half-formed idea in his head. He pointed at Gabriel. “If the contract’s void, why did you follow us? Why help us at all?”

      Gabriel clasped the bow behind his back with both hands and straightened his shoulders. “There was no honor in your father’s requests, but I’ve been watching and learning about Kincaid’s pack for weeks. Kincaid has honor.”

      “Do you think Rick would allow someone like you into the pack?” Drake asked, tone derisive. “Your kind have hunted us for centuries. Just because you hunt for money instead of some fucked-up belief system doesn’t make you any better.”

      It was impressive how much control Gabriel had over his body, Kieran realized as he barely caught a flinch in the tightening around the man’s eyes.

      “He doesn’t have to let me into the pack,” Gabriel said, voice calm as ever. He grinned and took half a step closer. “Then again, I’ve grown kind of fond of Meyerville. I think that’d be a nice little town to settle in, take an early retirement.”

      “You piece of—”

      “Whoa!” Fi got in front of Drake in the blink of an eye, one hand pressed to his chest and holding him back from lunging at Gabriel.

      Kieran turned an unimpressed look on Gabriel. “You’ve got a real skill for making friends.”

      The laughter drained from the hunter’s face as he suddenly moved forward, faster than Kieran would have thought a human could. He didn’t do anything else overtly threatening, but Kieran’s wolf was sitting right beneath the surface just in case.

      “You haven’t even seen a fraction of the skills I have, wolf,” Gabriel said, voice low and intense. “I’d be a valuable ally, but you’d do best to keep the cat from making me an actual enemy.”

      He ignored Drake’s blustering next to him and stared into Gabriel’s deep green eyes. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He waited until Gabriel nodded, his stance loosening just a hair, then said, “So you’ll help us?”

      “Depends.”

      “Kieran, this is a bad idea. We should—”

      Kieran held up a hand, stopping Drake but not looking away from the hunter. “Depends on what?”

      “Well, for one thing, it depends on what you’re doing here and what kind of help you need. I’m not helping you kill a bunch of defenseless people, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Drake and Fi growled, and Kieran crossed his arms as he raised his chin. “Pretty high and mighty for a guy who just put an arrow through someone.”

      Some emotion he couldn’t see lit up Gabriel’s eyes. “That piece of shit had it coming.”

      Kieran waited to see if he’d say more. The silence stretched farther and farther until it was broken by unsteady footsteps approaching from the direction of the house. Every shifter turned to look, and Gabriel followed suit, drawing an arrow and raising his bow.

      “Enforcer Jacobson?” a soft, feminine voice called out, the steps slowing as she broke through into the small clearing they were standing in. She was small and shrouded in shadows, but Kieran still recognized his sister-in-law.

      “Steph? It’s me.” He stepped forward, smiling a little.

      “Kieran? What are you—Oh my gosh!” She stumbled back when she spotted Jacobson’s prone body, hand to her chest. “Is he dead?”

      “Um.” Shit. Would she freak out and tell the others not to come with him? “Yes, but I can explain—”

      She burst into tears, covering her face and taking huge gasping breaths.

      Fucking hell. “Steph? Are you okay? We haven’t hurt anyone else, but Jacobson attacked one of us…”

      She was nodding, body still shuddering, and wiping at her face. “He was a horrible, despicable man. I shouldn’t be glad he’s dead, but… God, your father has used him and a couple others to make our lives miserable for so long.”

      Striding forward, he wrapped her into his arms and held her until her tears stopped and her breathing evened out. “I thought it was just me,” he whispered, running a hand over her long straight hair. “I hardly saw you or Anthony…”

      She gave him one more squeeze, then stepped back, cupping his face in her hands and peering up at him. “That’s how he wanted it.”

      Yeah, it was. Veronica played his games, liked to play her own too, but Tony… he’d been heir apparent to the pack his whole life, but after he married Steph, neither were seen around the alpha house very much. Kieran had always been too wrapped up in his own pain and suffering to really notice what was going on with Tony’s family.

      The realization that he’d missed something so glaringly obvious as their father threatening and abusing Tony and Steph made him feel shame like he never had before.

      She gave him a tight-lipped smile and caressed his cheekbones with her thumbs, then released her hold. “It’s okay, sweetie. Tell me why you’re here.”

      He took a shuddering breath and stepped back. Right. We have a job to do. “We came to offer asylum to anyone who’d like to seek it in the Kincaid Pack.”

      Mouth dropping open a little, she glanced at the others, settling on Gabriel and narrowing her eyes. “Hunter. You’re working with them now?”

      Kieran shot a quick look at Gabriel and saw his forced smile, his empty hand brushing uselessly at the dirt on the hem of his gray T-shirt.

      “What can I say? I’m tired of the never-ending heat and decided I’d like to relocate to a state with actual seasons,” Gabriel said, his tone flippant but his eyes serious.

      Steph rolled her eyes and turned back to Kieran. “Anyone can come back with you?”

      “Yes. Anyone who wants it,” Fiona confirmed, stepping up next to Kieran and eyeing Steph closely. “Is that something you’d want?”

      She looked at all of them closely, then straightened her spine. “Yes. If my husband and daughter would be welcome as well.”

      Frowning, Kieran tried to figure out what she meant. “Daughter?” He shook his head. “Father told me I had a nephew.”

      Stunning Kieran, Steph growled low in her throat, eyes flashing. “We were all mistaken. Grace is a girl and we support that.”

      Heart breaking, he said, “Father doesn’t, does he?”

      “No, and if Alpha Kincaid has a problem with it—”

      “No, ma’am, he doesn’t,” Drake interrupted, voice low but insistent. “I’ve known him for years, and she wouldn’t be the first transgender member of our pack.”

      Kieran’s heart swelled in his chest. He hadn’t known that about Rick or the pack, but he wasn’t surprised. Pride filled him—not just because of the amazing pack he’d found a home in, but at his sister-in-law standing up so fiercely for her daughter.

      “I can’t wait to meet Grace,” he said, snagging Steph’s hand and squeezing her fingers.

      She smiled back at him. He looked around the group, taking in the range of faces from Jamie’s sweet smile to Drake’s slight frown toward Gabriel.

      “Alright. Who’s ready to stage a coup?”
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      A cool fall breeze whispered through the red, orange, and gold leaves a hundred feet east of their small group, the only noise as they waited patiently. Jerico McAllister might have thought he was doing the hunting, but he was very much the prey.

      Bennett was beyond ready to put the entire ordeal behind him and spend some quality time with his mate, getting to know him inside and out. Lounging in the sun on his pillows, worshipping Kieran’s body, and learning every single dream his mate had ever had and helping him achieve them all.

      Rick’s phone vibrated and he pulled it out, glancing at the screen. “Five minutes. The others are about twenty.”

      There were a few grunts of acknowledgement, but everyone kept their eyes on the southern border of the clearing.

      Bennett rolled his shoulders, anticipation making his muscles tight and a little twitchy. “How hard was it to convince Kai and Jess to stay at the house with the pups and watch the map for us?”

      Rick grunted and Nico coughed to cover a laugh from the other side of Vanessa. Biting his lip to prevent a smile, Bennett glanced to his left and took in Rick’s sour profile.

      “That bad, huh?”

      Nico bent forward and peered around V and Rick to grin at Bennett. “After this is over, I’m coming over for some food, and I’ll tell you all about their fight.”

      “I should let Jerico have the lot of you,” Rick muttered, keeping his eyes straight ahead.

      “You love us, boss man,” V said, also without looking away from the direction they knew the other pack would appear. B was already getting hints of strange scents on the wind.

      Sighing, Rick shook his head. “Even after I told him about Jerico’s plan to kill him, Kai still wanted to come.”

      Bennett shrugged and faced forward once more. “He’s not defenseless, but I get why you didn’t want him here.”

      One of the betas—all of whom were spread out behind the Enforcers—snorted just as movement could be heard in the trees ahead. B hissed, holding up a hand for silence as his tiger surged to right under the surface. If it came down to it, he could shift and shred his clothes in a moment—as could the other Enforcers and some of the betas; the rest would take a few extra moments.

      And he damn well knew his tiger could take on any wolf from the McAllister Pack.

      Suddenly, Jerico McAllister appeared at the edge of the clearing, a scowl on his face and his daughter Vanessa at his side. Bennett grinned, knowing they must have been pissed to find this spot was the only location in the warding that would allow them to pass through without incapacitating them. It completely removed their ability to attack from the sides or from behind.

      No one spoke as Jerico and Vanessa moved forward. A dozen men appeared behind them and began to march across the field as well. A couple of the betas’ hearts began to beat faster when a dozen wolves burst from the trees and spread out around the unshifted members of the McAllister Pack, snarling and baring their teeth.

      Rick took one step forward to separate himself from his Enforcers. His body language and scent gave off the impression he was more annoyed than anything else. “You shouldn’t have come here, Jerico. This will only end with you losing everything.”

      “Me lose everything?” Jerico sneered and stopped about a dozen feet away, his followers spreading out in a line on either side of him. He made a show of looking around at Rick’s Enforcers and betas. “We outnumber you nearly two to one. If you agree to abandon the pack and leave the territory immediately, I’ll allow you and your mate to run away with your tails between your legs. Oh, wait… Can that half-breed mutt you mated even shift?”

      A few growls popped up around Bennett, the betas especially getting riled at the slights toward their alpha and alpha-mate. B held up a closed fist, signaling the others to hold their positions and drawing Jerico’s derisive stare.

      Before he could spew anything else, Rick drew his attention once more. “One more chance to leave with something, Jerico. If you insist we expel you by force, then you’ll leave with nothing.” He paused and looked Jerico over, lip curling back. “If you leave at all.”

      Jerico snarled, taking a step forward. Veronica put a hand on his bicep, her beautiful face unperturbed. One of the wolves moved forward and pressed against her leg, growling loudly. Even without his stench permeating the air, Bennett would have known that was the Enforcer Drago—Veronica’s lover and the one who’d beaten Kai while staying in the manor as a visitor. Even though it was at Veronica’s direction, Bennett knew Rick wouldn’t let the man leave his territory in one piece again.

      Shaking off his daughter’s hand, Jerico pasted a smile on his face. “You think me an idiot? That I would attack you head-on knowing you have witches on your side?”

      Rick crossed his arms over his wide chest and raised a brow. “Sure looks that way, doesn’t it?”

      Here it comes. Bennett tensed in anticipation, his fists clenching.

      “Looks can be deceiving,” Jerico declared, then pulled out his phone, hit a couple buttons, and pressed it to his ear. “Yeah, bring him out from wherever you have him hidden.”

      Bennett had to clench his teeth to stop his triumphant grin. Rick, a better actor than him, appeared genuinely confused.

      “Who was that?”

      Jerico’s smile was all teeth. “My hunter. I tasked him with something special to help persuade you.”

      “You’re working with a human hunter?” Rick managed to convey honest skepticism. Bennett was going to have to congratulate him later.

      Shrugging, Jerico also crossed his arms, but his narrow chest looked pathetic in comparison to Rick. “He’s part of a family that’s less fanatical about exterminating parahumans and more interested in financial incentives.”

      No new information there. Even before Bennett had spotted the hunter in Montana, they’d heard of groups leaving the old ways behind and using their knowledge and skills to hunt for the highest bidder. Straight-up mercenaries.

      Rick started to ask something else but stopped when a soft sound—almost like a pop—came from the trees to their left. A slow grin spread across Bennett’s face as the sound of a dozen car doors closing could suddenly be heard. Tashmica and Damien were the first to break into the clearing, but the sound of more people trudging through the fallen leaves followed quickly after.

      Rick lowered his arms. “Time’s up. You should have left when you had the chance.”

      A low rumble went up among the McAllister Pack, all of them taking half steps back at the sight of the two witches. Even Veronica backed up, stepping a little behind her father. Jerico’s body tensed, but he kept a sneer on his face, obviously wanting them to think he wasn’t afraid.

      His scent on the wind spoke very differently though.

      Tash and Damien slipped into the space behind Rick, in front of the betas—protected from a frontal assault but still given a clear line of sight.

      Jerico threw back his shoulders. “I wouldn’t be too hasty, Kincaid. You might be interested to know I have a surprise up my—”

      “Sleeve, father?” Kieran strode out of the woods next to Fiona and a blond man Bennett recognized from Montana. The hunter. Despite what Kieran had said since meeting the man in New Mexico, B wasn’t sure how he felt about the hunter tagging along on their trip home. Even if the hunter had provided them with the extra time they needed to get the group back by stalling Jerico at the Michigan border, telling him he needed more time to isolate Kai.

      Fuck, it was good to see his mate. It felt like it had been weeks, not days, since he’d driven away from the manor. Weeks since he’d held him in his arms, felt his warmth pressed against his body, or inhaled his soothing scent.

      Jerico backed up, snarling and curling in his shoulders like a cornered dog. “What the fuck?”

      The hunter and Kieran moved forward, stepping in front of Rick. As he passed, Kieran trailed his fingers from Bennett’s elbow to his palm, squeezing before releasing and continuing.

      From the trees, a dozen men and women trailed behind Drake, looking a little worse for wear but all with determined faces and straight shoulders. Former members of the McAllister Pack, come to stand up to their old alpha. The rest of the members were probably already at the manor, getting doted on by Beth and Kai.

      “I’m sorry, Alpha McAllister,” the hunter was saying, “but I’ve decided to void our contract on account of moral differences.”

      Eyes flashing, Jerico stepped forward and snarled. “Moral differences?”

      The hunter shrugged, but Bennett caught the flex in his right arm and hand. Kieran had said he’d used a bow on one of McAllister’s Enforcers in New Mexico, but he wasn’t carrying it now. Bennett wasn’t foolish enough to assume there weren’t more weapons on the man though.

      “Yeah,” the hunter drawled. “Asking me to kidnap Kincaid’s mate so you could murder him was over the line for me.”

      Hissing and growling filled the air. Bennett watched as Jerico’s eyes darted around, reassessing his new predicament.

      “But we did appreciate the heads-up and your help slowing Jerico down,” Rick said, tilting his head toward the hunter and smiling.

      “You betrayed me!” Jerico roared, fangs descending. The men and wolves around him howled and snarled, but Bennett noticed Veronica was inching backward, Drago sticking close to her side.

      “True.” The hunter’s voice was level as ever as he reached behind his back and extracted a long knife from beneath his jacket. “But I wasn’t the only one.”

      Jerico’s furious gaze bounced to his son, and Bennett caught the edge of Kieran’s smile. “You? You don’t have the spine.”

      Kieran’s hands fisted at his sides, his head jutting forward a little as he met his father’s anger straight on. “He wasn’t actually talking about me.”

      One of the men behind Jerico stepped forward, ignoring the snarling wolves around him and walking calmly to stop in front of his father, facing him. “He meant me.”

      The blood drained from Jerico’s face, his fangs receding and his eyes sinking back to their normal blue depths. “Anthony? You betrayed me?”

      “Yes, I—” Kieran’s brother’s voice cracked, and he stopped, audibly swallowing, but Rick was already striding forward, placing a hand on the man’s shoulder and then stepping in front of him. He was only about three feet from Jerico now, and Bennett had to stop himself from moving forward as well. His alpha could handle himself.

      “Both of your sons are loyal to me. Your hunter has chosen me. And your pack has abandoned you… for me.”

      Jerico, brows drawn down in confusion, looked around the clearing and finally seemed to notice the small group with Drake behind the betas. Eyes flashing, he roared.

      Rick spread his arms and appraised those around Jerico. “You have ten seconds to make a decision. Are you with him?” He paused and looked directly at the shifted wolves. “Or are you with me? This is your one and only opportunity to join me and my pack.”

      In a blink, Jerico was surging forward, roaring and reaching for Rick with extended claws. Before he could even get close enough to lay a hand on him, Rick was rearing back and kicking one tree trunk of a leg forward, right into Jerico’s midsection. The smaller man went flying backward, landing in the grass with a thud and a groan.

      Throwing back his head, Rick released an earthshaking roar, then snarled at the stunned McAllister Pack members hovering by their disgraced alpha.

      “Choose. Now.”
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      Kieran’s spine was still rattling from Rick’s roar, and he was thankful as hell that it wasn’t directed at him. He watched as a couple of his father’s most loyal Enforcers helped him to his feet even as three wolves slunk forward, shifted, and bared their throats to Rick. A few more men—maybe four—plus his brother did the same, offering their throats, their submission, and their loyalty to their new alpha with one tip of their chins.

      Nodding, Rick gestured at Nico.

      He loped the few steps forward, grin plastered to his face, and said, “Welcome to the Kincaid Pack. Go ahead and step back here with me,” as he led them to the rear of the group, near the other former McAllister Pack members.

      Kieran turned and saw Steph and Anthony embrace, tears on both of their faces. Pride in his pack and in himself blossomed in his chest. He’d done this. Well, he’d done it with a hell of a lot of help, but still.

      He glanced back at his mate and found Bennett’s dark eyes were already on him. When their gazes connected, B grinned and winked at him, that one action promising his mate still loved him despite how horrifyingly awful his father was and settling Kieran’s anxious wolf.

      The tiny kernel of doubt he’d been holding on to drifted away on his next exhale as he turned to face the few remaining members of the McAllister Pack.

      “You won’t get away with this,” Jerico hissed, eyes glowing with his anger. “The Council will—”

      “Do not threaten me with the Council, Jerico.” Rick stepped forward, and the men and women behind him moved with him without command or thought. As one unit, they circled his father and his men, closing them in from all sides.

      Veronica and Drago were already entering the tree line, having slipped away while everyone was distracted, but Kieran wasn’t worried. Sure enough, he heard a yelp and a scream, then two wolves came running back from the woods—one of which was smaller and obviously his sister. Two coven members trailed behind them and paused at the edge of the clearing

      Sorry, sis. You don’t leave until Rick says you can leave.

      “You came to me as a friend, requesting my aid and asking to be allies, but you betrayed me when you spied on my emissary,” Rick said, eyes glowing. “Then your daughter had my mate assaulted in my home, and your son, fearing for the safety of members of your pack, begged for them to be allowed to stay while he returned to face your wrath alone.”

      Kieran lifted his chin as his father’s eyes fell on him once more.

      “So I kept him too.” Rick threw a wink at Kieran. “Then you humiliated him in front of the Council to soothe your bruised ego and sent a hunter to spy on us before ordering him to kidnap my mate so you could murder him.” Rick glanced around the circle at the angry faces surrounding Kieran’s father and his men. “Did I miss any transgressions?”

      “Against the Kincaid Pack, sir? No, I think that about covers it,” Kieran murmured, squeezing Bennett’s hand as his fingers slid between Kieran’s in silent support.

      Grunting, Rick turned back to Jerico and sneered. “Your sins against your own flesh and blood would take all night to name, and, unfortunately, I don’t have the authority to punish you for them.”

      Jerico’s eyes widened and he looked around, seeming to realize for the first time what was about to happen. “You can’t… The Council ruled…”

      Rick’s growl cut off the stammered words. “I think you’ll find that by coming into my territory with the intent of killing my mate and overthrowing me, you gave me all the authority I need to make sure you never hurt anyone again.”

      Pulling his shirt off in one smooth motion, Rick stepped into the circle as his Enforcers and betas stomped and clapped. Outside the circle, the former McAllister members watched with somber faces. Drake, Tash, and Damien stood with them… just in case any of them decided to try and intervene on behalf of their old alpha.

      “You can’t do this!” Jerico stumbled back but Ericka hissed as she shoved him forward.

      “I can.” Rick reached for the button on his pants just as Kieran felt Bennett move next to him, stepping forward.

      No!

      “Alpha, I formally request to fight in your stead,” Kieran called out, stepping in front of Bennett before he could speak.

      Rick paused and glanced at him, eyebrow raised. “On what grounds?”

      “My honor. My family has harmed the Kincaid Pack and it is my duty to make amends.” He could see the indecision on Rick’s face. Rick wanted to dish out the punishment for hurting his mate himself, but Kieran needed to do this. He had to. “I will win you vengeance, Alpha Kincaid.”

      Bennett hissed. “Rick, don’t even—”

      Rolling his eyes, Rick held up a hand to stop Bennett’s protest, then held it out. Someone tossed him his discarded T-shirt and he slipped it back on. Meeting Kieran’s eyes with a hard look, he finally said, “Fine. I was looking forward to breaking some bones, but I respect your request and grant you this opportunity. But”—he stepped forward and grasped the side of Kieran’s neck firmly—“you do not owe retribution to the pack, Kieran.”

      He held Kieran’s gaze as Jerico continued to sputter in the background, promising to bring the Council down on their heads. The hypocrisy seemed to be lost on him.

      Seeming satisfied, Rick nodded, gave one more squeeze to Kieran’s neck, and stepped back. “Clear the circle.”

      His Enforcers manhandled Jerico’s men back, giving the center of the ring a clear area.

      Kieran turned to his worried mate and smiled. “Kiss for luck?”

      Growling, Bennett grabbed the back of his neck and hauled him forward until their fronts were pressed together. He murmured against Kieran’s parted lips, “You don’t need luck. But you shouldn’t have to do this. If he doesn’t tap out…”

      “Then I’ll finish it.” Kieran pressed their mouths together, kissing his mate for the first time in days. Quickly, he got swept away by the feel and taste of Bennett, wrapping his arms around his neck and pressing his body more firmly against him.

      Someone wolf whistled. He was pretty sure it was Ericka, but it could’ve been Nico.

      They were both brats.

      Pulling away from Bennett, he smiled at his mate and caressed his cheek. “Will you be my date to the festival tomorrow?”

      Bennett’s head jerked back a little, his forehead creasing. “What?” Before Kieran could answer, his face cleared, and he threw back his head and laughed. “Yes, of course. Now, I know you aren’t worried about this fight, but can you concentrate for a little while longer and wrap this up?”

      He grinned, glad his mate had figured out what he’d meant. “I suppose.”

      “Can we get on with it?” Jerico snarled from across the circle.

      They both ignored him, Bennett wrapping Kieran in a hug and breathing into his ear, “Don’t hesitate. Strike before he can try and get in your head.”

      He’d spoken so softly, Kieran doubted many—if any—had heard him. He dipped his chin the tiniest bit, then nuzzled his nose into the side of Bennett’s face, inhaling deeply. “I love you.”

      B leaned back and held his gaze, eyes shining with love and trust. “I love you too, sweetheart. Now go kick his ass.”

      Grinning, Kieran stepped away from Bennett, who reentered the circle and gave him one more encouraging nod as Kieran stripped his shirt off. He thought about fully shifting but he knew his father would follow suit if he did, and that would eliminate the possibility of his father tapping out and forfeiting the fight.

      As much as he hated his father, the thought of killing him made him sick to his stomach.

      The Enforcers—Rick’s and Jerico’s—began to cheer and holler their support, some calling out advice or negative remarks as Kieran and his father circled each other, assessing one another. For Kieran, it wasn’t really necessary. He’d spent years watching his father fight and spar and figuring out every one of his weaknesses. No, for him, he was doing exactly what Bennett had told him not to.

      He was hesitating, reluctant to actually attack his father.

      “I told you, boy, you don’t have the spine to—”

      His father was cut off by the loud roar of the angry tiger shifting right behind him. Kieran threw a grin at his mate, then darted forward, striking his father across the face with the palm of his hand before Jerico could react and slipping back out of reach.

      It was a hit meant to humiliate, and based on the redness entering his father’s face and the growl he released, it had worked.

      His father charged him, snarling, and Kieran waited until the last moment to dodge to the left and strike the side of Jerico’s knee as he passed, the kick so hard it took him to the ground immediately, yowling in pain.

      His father had relied on intimidation and brute force his entire life—he ruled by fear.

      Kieran had always known that he could beat him in a fight if it was just the two of them; he was much, much faster. He would have challenged him years ago if he’d thought for even a moment his father’s Enforcers would have let it be a fair fight.

      Jerico was writhing on the ground, holding his knee as it slowly healed, but Kieran didn’t wait. He struck again, aiming for his face this time and catching the edge of his father’s jaw. He watched his head slam back on his neck and heard the crack of bone. Jerico rolled away, rising on his already healed leg but holding the right side of his jaw.

      Kieran moved forward but his father finally blocked a hit, his face twisted in hatred and pain.

      They exchanged blows, each getting in some hits, then Jerico got a lucky swipe across Kieran’s ribs, ripping the skin open and hitting bone. Kieran bit back a scream as he stumbled back, chest heaving. He wasn’t being smart about this. Trading punches would end with his father beating him with his superior strength. He needed to keep his head and use his own strengths, staying light on his feet and using his legs more.

      As his skin began to knit back together, he sent a silent thank you to Tashmica for strengthening his wolf with her special tea. A few weeks ago, a blow like that would have nearly killed him.

      Trying to capitalize on his successful hit, Jerico came at him hard and forced him back toward the circle of onlookers. Kieran feinted to the left, then twisted to the right, landing a punch to the kidney as his father passed, then darting away once more. His brain started formulating a plan for how to end this before either of them—especially him—ended up with a severe injury.

      When his father came at him again, Kieran was ready. He dropped and swiped with a leg, taking out his father’s and sending him to the ground on his back. Before Jerico could try to rise, Kieran was on top of him, sinking his claws into the juncture between his father’s shoulders and chest and pressing his fangs to his throat.

      His father froze beneath him, knowing that if he moved his arms to push Kieran away from his vulnerable neck he’d cause Kieran’s claws to slice through the tendons and muscles. It would make his arms basically useless until his healing repaired the damage and give Kieran a clear opening to rip out his throat.

      “Do you yield, father?” Kieran murmured. “Or will you make me kill you in front of the few members of your pack you have left?”

      He could feel his father’s racing pulse where his bottom lip touched the thin skin, and the sound was deafening in his ears.

      No one moved or spoke, waiting to see what Jerico would do—admit defeat or die.

      Finally, just as Kieran was preparing to bury his fangs into his father’s jugular and end it already, Jerico cleared his throat and spoke, voice hoarse. “I yield.”

      The Kincaid Pack erupted into cheers as Kieran nodded and pulled back, carefully removing his claws to try and minimize the damage. As he got a good look at his father, he paused, surprised by what he saw. He’d never seen his father afraid before.

      It made sense though. Having yielded in a fight, his remaining Enforcers would view him as weak, and he would no doubt be challenged as alpha within a few days.

      If he was smart, he’d step down and move on to a new pack. Start fresh as a regular pack member.

      As Kieran stood and gave his father one more look, he had a strong feeling in his gut it would be the last time he’d ever see him.

      Turning away, he found his beaming mate and stumbled toward him, suddenly exhausted and wanting nothing more than to collapse on their bed and sleep for twelve straight hours. He wiped the blood on his hands onto his jeans, accepting they were a lost cause.

      A foot away from Bennett’s open arms, three things happened all at once.

      First, he registered the alarmed cries of some of the pack behind him. At the same time, B’s face changed from sweet and loving to full of fear. Before Kieran could turn, Gabriel—standing a few people to Bennett’s right—was raising his arm and suddenly holding a miniature-sized crossbow.

      The hunter’s face didn’t change as he pulled the trigger. Kieran whipped around in time to see Drago’s body hit the ground a couple feet behind him, still in his shifted form, with a small arrow embedded in his chest.

      Horrified, Kieran stumbled backward into Bennett and watched as Drago’s body changed back to human, chest rattling with his final breaths. His gaze swung over to Gabriel, who’d already reloaded with another bolt and was aiming across the circle where a commotion was happening. Feeling lightheaded, he followed the crossbow to where his father was holding Veronica back. She howled and fought against him, her eyes glowing with hatred where they were locked on Gabriel.

      Rick stepped forward on Kieran’s other side, but he didn’t get between the crossbow and Veronica. “Enough!”

      That seemed to calm her a little, though she still stared at Gabriel like she wanted to rip his throat out. Which… she probably did.

      “Vanessa, you and the rest of the Enforcers will escort Jerico and his pack from Kincaid land. Jerico.” He looked at Kieran’s father, who already seemed older and more worn out, like the fight had aged him somehow. “If I ever see you or hear about you plotting against me or mine again, I will personally visit you in New Mexico and force you to watch as I kill every last member of your pack. Do you understand me?”

      Rick’s voice had gone scary deep, and Kieran shivered, thankful when Bennett wrapped his arms around him and pressed his face into Kieran’s neck.

      “Yes, I understand,” Jerico said, all the fight drained out of him. He turned away, dragging Veronica with him, and the other remaining members followed, some throwing confused looks at Kieran or Drago’s dead body.

      Vanessa and the others—except Bennett—followed, and Rick gestured at Tashmica, who nodded and trailed along so she could close the gap in the border warding.

      No one spoke until the other pack had disappeared into the trees, then Gabriel lowered his arm, removing the arrow and disassembling the crossbow with a few flicks of his hands. Even watching, Kieran wasn’t sure where he tucked it away.

      Shaking his head and deciding he would worry about disappearing weapons another day, Kieran turned into Bennett’s arms, hugging him fully and listening as Rick continued to issue orders—a few betas in charge of burying Drago in the woods, a couple others to head back to the manor to help with the new pack members.

      When it was just him, Bennett, Rick, and Gabriel, Kieran squeezed Bennett one more time, then turned around again, finding Rick giving Gabriel an appraising look.

      “Where are you from, hunter?” Rick asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Gabriel.” Gabriel and Rick both turned to look at Kieran, and he could feel B shaking with silent laughter. Ignoring the heat in his cheeks, Kieran cleared his throat and repeated, “His name is Gabriel Morde.”

      Gabriel smirked at him a little, then turned back to Rick. “Nowhere in particular, sir.”

      Grunting, Rick rubbed at his face. “I can’t let you stay in the manor, but for saving Kieran and Jamie, I can offer you alternative pack housing while you’re here.” He narrowed his eyes. “How long do you plan on sticking around?”

      Shrugging, Gabriel smiled. “I don’t know. I kind of like it around here.” He threw a wink at Kieran, causing Bennett to hiss. “And the people are alright too.”

      “Jesus,” Rick muttered, turning and walking away. Before he reached the edge of the clearing, he threw over his shoulder, “He’s your responsibility as long as he’s here, Kieran.”

      “Yes, Alpha!”

      He couldn’t help but laugh along with Gabriel as Bennett huffed behind him.
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      “Okay, whoever isn’t down here in the next thirty seconds is getting left behind!” Rick hollered up the stairs of the manor.

      Kieran grabbed Bennett’s hand, giggling, and hustled down the hallway, meeting Kai and Jess at the top of the steps.

      “He’s being so cranky today,” Kai muttered as they all headed down.

      “I heard that.” Rick was standing at the bottom of the steps, arms crossed over his chest and Callie and Henry clutching his lower legs. It was an odd but sweet image, despite the frown on Rick’s face. Samantha was just behind him and had a hand over her mouth to cover her giggles.

      “You heard nothing, my love,” Kai said sweetly, giving Rick a quick kiss before reaching down and grabbing Henry. “Are we ready?”

      Rolling his eyes, Rick looked at Jamie standing off to the side. “Anyone else coming with us? Or are the rest coming later?”

      “Drake and Nico headed into town earlier, and I believe everyone else plans on coming later,” Jamie said, eyes on his tablet, then nodding as he scanned the screen.

      “Let’s go!” Callie screamed, jumping up and down and raising her arms to Rick, who grinned and picked her up.

      “Okay, Miss Sass. We’re going.”

      They all headed out to the two SUVs parked in front of the manor, Samantha climbing into the back of Kieran and Bennett’s, and Jess joining Kai and Rick’s.

      Once they were past the gate, Kieran twisted around to grin at Samantha. “So I heard a rumor you were meeting someone at the festival later tonight.”

      Groaning, Samantha covered her face with her hands. “Oh my god. How did you even find out about that?”

      Kieran waited until she peeked out at him between her fingers and then grinned. “Your big brother is best friends with a seer. You don’t get to keep secrets from the family.”

      Her hands dropped into her lap and she stared at him, mouth parted.

      “What?” He glanced at Bennett, but he was keeping his eyes on the road. “Are you mad she told Kai and me?”

      She shook her head and leaned forward, laying a hand on one of his. “No, I just… You called us ‘the family.’”

      His eyes widened as he replayed what he’d said. He had said that, and he’d meant it. This pack was more of a family to him than his father or sister ever had been. The most family he’d had since his mom died. Sure, Anthony and Steph were here now, but it wouldn’t ever be the same as it was with Kai, Jess, and Samantha. They’d helped him and accepted him when he couldn’t see any worth in himself. If they hadn’t encouraged him, he might not have given Bennett a chance and found the love of his life.

      “We are family,” he whispered, his voice cracking. “I love you all like family.”

      She grinned and squeezed his hand, then sat back. “I love you too. Though having another big brother is kind of a pain.”

      Kieran laughed as he turned around, feeling lighter and happier than he had… possibly ever.

      Bennett reached over and squeezed his thigh as they entered the city limits. “You know she never answered your question, right?”

      “Samantha!”
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      Later that evening, Bennett sat with his mate, surrounded by the rest of their family and a few others. Drake and Nico had managed to drag Marcus out from beneath his pile of archived shifter records, the three of them sitting on the grass a few feet away. B had been keeping an eye on Drake earlier since this was the first time he’d really been out and about town, but he seemed to be doing just fine, especially with the high-energy Nico pulling him from place to place.

      He couldn’t see their faces at the moment, but he knew Nico had forced Drake to get his face painted with him.

      They were all lounging on blankets on a hill just outside of town, waiting for the fireworks to start. The last day of the Harvest Festival always ended with a large fireworks display sponsored by the pack. Officially, the handouts around town said the cost of the display was anonymously covered every year, but everyone in the pack—and even some of the humans—knew it was that strange cult out in the woods.

      As daylight began to fade, more and more people gathered around them, many with blankets and some with chairs. Not all of them were pack, but that was okay. This was the best spot to view the show, and Bennett didn’t mind sharing.

      “Hey, Kincaid.”

      Bennett and Rick turned to look at the man who’d spoken, and B relaxed when he recognized the police chief strolling toward them, careful to step around folks laid out on the ground.

      “Hey, Chief.” Rick handed a sleeping Callie to Bennett and rose to meet the other man. They shook hands, then the chief rested his on his utility belt, uniform indicating he was currently on duty.

      Bennett turned to hand Callie off to Kieran, just in case he needed to get up, but found his mate dozing with a sleeping Henry on his chest. He looked around and saw Kai and Jess approaching from the opposite direction the chief had come, remembering they’d gone to get snacks when he saw the caramel apples and bags of popcorn in their hands.

      Looking back at Kieran, he paused to really take in the sight of his mate relaxing with a pup on him. His heart swelled and his belly quivered.

      As much as he liked having his mate all to himself, he couldn’t wait until they had some pups of their own to cuddle with.

      “I hear we have some new residents in town,” the chief was saying behind him.

      Bennett turned forward so he could keep both Kieran and Rick in his peripheral vision.

      “Yeah, but I think some may move on instead of settling here. I’ll have my assistant send you an update once we know for sure who’s staying and where,” Rick said, keeping his voice low since they were surrounded by humans as well as pack.

      “Sounds good.” The chief let his gaze wander over the immediate group around Rick, settling on Bennett. B lifted his chin in acknowledgment and faced the man a little more fully. The chief nodded, then turned back to Rick. “There’s something in the woods we should all go take a look at once the show’s over.”

      Rick shared a look with Bennett. “We can go now, Chief.”

      The older man sighed and rubbed at his bald scalp. Unlike B, his lack of hair wasn’t a choice, though Bennett had to assume the stress of the job had contributed to the loss. “It’ll keep for an hour. I’ll meet you at the empty house off Walnut Road, east of town. You know the one?”

      Rick nodded. “You sure?”

      “Yeah.” The chief looked up at the sky as the first firework exploded. The crowd around them suddenly got more excited. “I’m sure. I’ll see you there.”

      Once the chief was gone, Rick settled back onto the ground next to Bennett and scooped the passed-out girl from his arms, a frown firmly creasing his forehead.

      “What do you think that was about?” Bennett muttered. He could feel Kieran stirring next to him, sitting up a little more so he could see better, and he heard Kai and Jess sit on the other side, passing some snacks to Kieran and Nico, who was twisted around reaching back.

      “I don’t know. Nothing good. I want you and Marcus with me when I go though.”

      Marcus turned his head in acknowledgement. Suddenly, V was plopping down in front of them. “I’m going too.”

      “Where did you even just come from?” Bennett muttered. Kieran laughed, his body shaking where it was pressed against B’s.

      “I’m everywhere, Bennett.” She wiggled her fingers. “Everywhere.”

      Shaking his head, Rick focused on the fireworks. “I should have let Jerico have the lot of you.”

      “Hey!”

      Bennett turned to see Kai glaring down the row of bodies at Rick, a string of caramel stuck to his chin.

      Pressing his lips together, he turned back to Rick. “You may be right.”
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        * * *

      

      About an hour later, Bennett parked the SUV next to the Meyerville City Police Department cruiser and shut off the engine. There was another car on the other side of the chief’s, and even though it didn’t have markings on it, Bennett saw the lights on the dashboard.

      The chief was standing in front of his cruiser, arms waving as he yelled at a guy in plain clothes. The other man was probably mid-thirties and held himself in such a way that Bennett pegged him as ex-military right away. The chief was just about foaming at the mouth he was so mad, but the other cop seemed completely unruffled by the tirade.

      Bennett turned to Rick. “Should we just leave them to their argument?”

      “No.” Rick sighed and reached for the door handle. “I think I can smell why we’re here.”

      Opening their doors, the four of them exited the SUV together. Bennett inhaled deeply as soon as he was out in the open and then immediately regretted it.

      That was a dead body.

      Apprehension rising, he closely followed Rick as he approached the two arguing, Marcus and V hanging back by the front of their vehicle.

      The plainclothes officer was paying more attention to him and Rick than the chief. He finally cut the chief off, asking, “Who the fuck are they?”

      Red-faced, the chief said, “I invited them. Unlike you.”

      “We’re outside city limits, Chief. The sheriff asked me to come take a look when you didn’t respond to his call for an update.”

      “What’s going on, Bill?” Rick asked, eyes on the stranger.

      The chief reached into his jacket and pulled out an evidence bag holding a sheet of paper and handed it to Rick. Rick took it but passed it to Bennett to read so he could keep his focus on the armed humans facing off.

      Bennett scanned the document quickly, then stopped when his eyes caught the word half-breed. Gut churning, he went back and read from the beginning.

      

      Alpha Kincaid,

      You should have taken McAllister’s suggestion and stepped down. I might have let this all go. Instead, I believe it’s time I remind you that you and your half-breed mate only continue to live because I allow it and I don’t think you’ve suffered enough yet.

      Here’s your witch back. I no longer have use for her.

      Regards,

      X

      

      “Rick,” Bennett muttered, rereading the message a second, then a third time. “Fucking hell.”

      “Chief, are you letting civilians handle evidence?” the other man asked, finally seeming to lose his cool.

      Bennett handed the bag to Rick and gestured at V and Marcus. They stepped forward but Bennett noticed Marcus’s eyes were glued to the unknown cop, his brow creased in confusion and spine straight.

      Ignoring the strange behavior, Bennett pointed toward the direction of the stench coming from behind the house, which backed up to a patch of woods. “Go see if that’s coming from Agnes.”

      “Hold it right there!” the other cop hollered, hand on the gun at his hip. “If there really is a dead body back there, this the Sheriff Department’s crime scene. I’ll thank you to stay the fuck away from the victim.”

      Marcus and V ignored him, heading for the house. The plainclothes officer made to follow them, but the chief stepped in his way, a hand held up but not touching the other cop’s chest.

      “Who the hell is this guy?” Rick growled to the chief. “Why is he here?”

      Sighing, the chief scratched at his jaw. “This is Deputy Robson Medina with the Sheriff’s Department. Apparently, they got an anonymous tip a little while ago that there was a dead body on this property, and when I didn’t jump to respond to the sheriff’s question about it, he sent the deputy here to check it out on his way home.”

      “Because it’s our case,” Deputy Medina finished. “We’re outside the city limits and your jurisdiction, Chief.”

      With an eye roll, the chief pulled out his phone. “It may be outside of mine, but it falls squarely in Kincaid’s.”

      “What does that even mean?” the deputy asked, a little bit of a growl in his tone. It was impressive, for a human.

      V and Marcus were jogging back, Marcus’s eyes glued to the deputy as soon as they rounded the rundown house.

      Rick raised a brow at them, and Vanessa nodded.

      “She’s been dead a while, sir. That’s why it smells so bad,” she said.

      “No visible wounds,” Marcus said absently, still looking at the deputy, who finally noticed and was glaring back.

      “Please tell me you didn’t touch the body.” Medina planted his hands on his hips, swinging his gaze over to the chief when he started to speak into his phone.

      “Yeah, it’s Bill. Listen, that body outside of town here is someone who used to belong to Kincaid. He’ll be handling it.” He listened for a moment as the sheriff told him he wished the chief had said something before he’d been forced to send Robson out. “Sorry. I wanted to talk to Rick before calling with an update.”

      The sheriff asked to speak to Deputy Medina, and the chief handed the phone over, smirking.

      “That’s not helping,” Bennett muttered as he stepped closer to the house, scanning the area for hints on how the body had been left. Posturing humans with guns was the last thing they needed to deal with.

      “Yeah?” When the sheriff told him to go ahead and head home, Medina bristled. “Sir, there’s a dead body here and the chief is going to let some civilian and his lackeys handle it? That’s not right.”

      Bennett tried not to take offense at being called a lackey.

      The sheriff told him to stop arguing and hung up. Steam practically billowing out of his ears, Deputy Medina stepped into Chief Baskin’s space, pressing the phone into his chest. Marcus moved forward, but Rick held up a hand to stop him.

      “I don’t know what the fuck is going on around here, but I’m going to find out and have your job,” Medina snarled into the chief’s face, threw one more confused look at Marcus, then turned on his heel and stormed over to his car.

      Once the deputy’s car disappeared, the chief turned to Rick with a grimace. “Sorry about that. I’m sure the tip came through Central Dispatch or another official channel, and the sheriff couldn’t just sit on it. I hope Medina cools off and decides against kicking up a fuss. Things could get messy.”

      Sighing, Rick led the way to the back of the house. “Things are already messy, Bill.”

      With a short, humorless laugh, the chief nodded. “Yeah, I suppose if someone’s dumping dead bodies with messages for you, things aren’t going so great. You wanna fill me in?”

      “Soon. I’m going to make some calls when I get back home, then meet with my Enforcers. But I do think it’s time you and the mayor got read into the situation at the very least. Possibly more humans if things like this are going to continue to happen.”

      “Sir,” Marcus said, sounding strained. “Shifter law—”

      “I know the law.”

      They turned the corner around the house and there she was. The old witch had betrayed the pack and run before they could bring her to justice, but Bennett was still sad to see her decomposing body dropped at the edge of the woods like a sack of garbage. Terror still filled her face.

      “Sometimes, the law has to be broken,” Rick murmured.
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        One week later

      

      

      “Thank you again for coming,” Cathy said, wrapping her arms around Kieran, then moving on to Kai and giving him a hug as well. “It was so nice to talk with someone who can hold an actual conversation.”

      Kieran smiled at the joke, but he met Kai’s gaze over her shoulder and knew they both felt the same way: the tears in her eyes when she’d opened the door for them had been real. So had the thankfulness on her husband’s face as he’d taken their kids out to go play in the park, the baby strapped safely to his chest.

      She released Kai and turned back to Kieran. “I almost forgot to ask—I heard your brother is here now.” She raised her eyebrows as she grasped one of his hands. “How is that? Are you okay? I only heard bits and pieces of what happened down in New Mexico and then here, but the rumor mill is going crazy of course.”

      He could only imagine. Rick had told Nico to send out an email letting the pack know about the new members but had kept details sparse until they knew who would stay, who would go, and how much they’d want to share about themselves.

      “It’s… strange?” At her encouraging look and Kai’s supportive strength at his back, he continued. “Anthony and I never really had a relationship, and now he wants one, and it’s all a little bit too much. Luckily, he’s been really good about respecting the boundaries I’ve put down. Plus, I think he’s a little scared of Bennett.”

      He chuckled, and Cathy shared a confused look with Kai, who just smiled and shook his head. Sure, B could be protective as hell and willing to take on anyone to keep those he loved safe, but at the end of the day, he’d always be the big cat who loved lounging in the sun and playing with pack pups to Kieran.

      He was kind of glad he was one of the few who got to see that side of him.

      “Well, if you ever need to talk about things, you know where to find me.” She gave Kieran one more hug, seeming to linger a little.

      As they neared the front door, Kai hesitated, then blurted out, “I’d like to come visit you again, Cathy, if that’s okay.”

      She flushed and looked down at the ground. “Of course, Alpha-mate. I’d be honored.”

      Warmth spreading in his chest, Kieran grinned as Kai told her she was welcome at the manor—with or without the kids—any time, then they left, waving once more before climbing into the SUV parked out front. As Kai drove away, Kieran’s eyes lingered on the fall and Halloween decorations on the outside of Cathy’s house and every other one on the street.

      He’d never had a place to decorate, to celebrate holidays in, or make into a home of his own. His mom had done her best, but as an adult, he’d either been trapped in his father’s place or living in the manor. For the first time in a long time, he realized he had dreams for the future.

      A beautiful home with his mate.

      “Do you and Rick plan on having more kids?” he murmured, still looking out the window.

      “Where the heck did that come from?”

      Kieran shrugged and looked over at him, giving him an innocent smile. “Just thinking.”

      “Uh huh, well think about someone else, buddy. Callie and Henry are plenty for us, and I don’t see us actively trying to grow our family.” Kai’s face became pensive as he turned onto the manor’s driveway. “Though with the way the pack takes in strays… I wouldn’t be surprised if we ended up with more one day.”

      Kieran grinned. “That’s true. Your mate’s such a softie. No way would he be able to turn away a helpless baby shifter.”

      Laughing, Kai rolled down his window, punched in the gate code, then drove through. “You’re one to talk. You basically adopted half a pack.”

      He started to protest but stopped when he saw a handful of new pack members playing outside with their kids. They all waved when they saw him, some of the pups running over to say hi as soon as he got out of the SUV. He stroked hair and gave hugs and eventually got them all sent back to their parents, then turned to a grinning Kai.

      “Shut up.”

      When they walked into the manor, he stopped short at the sight of his packed bags off to the side. His stomach dropped to the floor. Was he finally being kicked out? What had he done to—

      Wait one fucking second.

      Spotting Jamie coming down the stairs, Kieran planted himself in his path and crossed his arms. “What the hell? Is Rick kicking me out?”

      Kai started laughing behind him. “Yeah, right.”

      Jamie sent Kai an unimpressed look, then came the rest of the way down the steps and placed a hand on Kieran’s shoulder, looking up at him with a small smile. “You should go talk to your mate.”

      Of course.

      He started up the stairs. “Library?”

      “Yes. Door’s open.” Meaning they weren’t in some super-secret Enforcers meeting.

      Less than a minute later, Kieran stormed into the library and glared at Bennett where he stood by the window with Rick, chatting and smiling.

      “Bennett Young, why the hell are my things sitting by the front door?”

      The beautiful smile his mate turned on him threatened to melt him and his anger, but he managed to keep the glare on his face even after Rick slipped out and closed the door behind him.

      Once they were alone, Bennett’s grin turned softer, more intimate, as he prowled toward Kieran. “Because you don’t live here anymore, mate.”

      Holding firm against that look and husky voice took all of his strength. “And where do I live?”

      Bennett caught him around the waist and tugged him forward, so he stumbled into his mate’s strong body. “It’s time you moved in with me, sweetheart. Besides, they could use the space around here.”

      Rolling his eyes, Kieran couldn’t help but slide his arms around Bennett’s neck and lean his weight into him. “I said three days ago it was still too soon to move in together.”

      “That was three whole days ago.”

      Kieran snorted. “And now enough time has passed?”

      “Exactly.” Bennett dipped his head and pressed his face into Kieran’s neck, peppering kisses all the way up to his chin. “Do you want me to get on my knees and beg, baby? Is that what I need to do?”

      Kieran sucked in a breath, then moaned when Bennett bit his throat just beneath his jaw, sucking hard for a second. “Bennett…”

      “You drive a hard bargain, but I’m willing to make that deal.”

      He opened his mouth—to argue, to plead for more, he wasn’t sure—but his voice died in his throat as Bennett sank to his knees right there in the library.

      Which was also Rick’s office.

      “Wait. Shouldn’t we go somewhere—”

      White teeth flashed as Bennett grinned up at him, hands already on the button of Kieran’s jeans. Somehow in the midst of everything else, Kieran had started wearing jeans and T-shirts instead of slacks, though he still wore those when he went to work.

      “Are you giving in already? We can go right now and do this in our home.”

      Kieran glanced at the closed door and concentrated, but he couldn’t hear anyone nearby. Butterflies swooped around in his belly at the idea of letting Bennett suck him off right here where any number of people could stumble upon them.

      “Will Rick be mad?” he whispered, looking back down. He couldn’t even find it in himself to be embarrassed about how eager he sounded.

      Bennett’s face turned positively predatory. “You let me worry about him.”

      He only hesitated for another moment, then he was nodding and grinning. “Use your mouth to convince me, mate.”

      Kieran’s pants were unzipped and pulled down to his knees with his underwear a split second later. He wobbled a little, but Bennett’s large hands on the back of his thighs steadied him. He dropped his own to B’s massive shoulders and held on as Bennett didn’t waste any time, wrapping his hot mouth around the tip of Kieran’s hardening dick and sucking.

      “Fuckkkk.” He bit his lip to hold back more words as Bennett took more of his length into his mouth, bobbing his head and quickly setting up a fast rhythm. The pace was so brutal, Kieran was gasping and struggling to hold back from coming within a few minutes. “Oh god. I’m so close, baby.”

      Bennett grunted and deep-throated him, the fingers of one hand suddenly digging into Kieran’s crease.

      His hips jerked forward as he squeezed his eyes shut and nodded over and over. “Oh fuck, yes. Do it. Do it. Please.”

      One thick finger probed his hole as Bennett started purring, the vibrations traveling through Kieran’s dick and straight to his balls. It was too much. He couldn’t hold back his cry as he released into his mate’s mouth, stars exploding behind his lids and euphoria filling his entire body.

      He would have fallen to the ground without Bennett’s strong hands and arms straightening his clothes then lifting him into the air. All he could do was nuzzle into B’s throat, licking his skin and moaning at the strong flavor of arousal permeating it.

      He realized they were moving. “Are we going home now?” he asked, his voice a little hoarse and sleepy.

      Purring filled his ears and vibrated into his body where he was pressed to Bennett’s chest. Kieran looked up and caught his mate staring down at him, paused just at the top of the stairs, with the most contented smile on his face Kieran had ever seen.

      “Yeah, sweetheart, we’re going home.”
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        Wish you could have seen Kieran and Bennett sparring? There’s a free bonus scene available to my newsletter subscribers right now where the two of them get a little rough and sweaty with each other.

        bit.ly/KikiBonusScenes

        -Kiki

      

      

      

      
        
        The Kincaid Pack will return soon with Marcus and Deputy Medina’s book!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading Kieran and Bennett’s story. They are both so special to me and I am beyond grateful to be able to share them with you.

      

      

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed The Second and His Bonded,

        please consider leaving a review to help other readers find it.
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      In her early twenties, she discovered LGBTQ romances and had a realization: these were her people and this was where she belonged.

      

      Nearly ten years later, she's proud to finally join the ranks of authors releasing character-driven, emotionally satisfying books showcasing that everyone deserves to find love.
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        The Alpha and His King

        (Kincaid Pack Book 1)
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      When Kai flies out of a shed, swinging a rake, Rick’s life flips upside down.

      

      As alpha, Rick’s dedication to his pack has never wavered—until Kai. The pull he feels toward the younger man is more than a simple distraction, but Rick won’t let himself lose focus. Not while a hidden enemy is drawing near.

      

      Moving in with the grumpy alpha who saved him is a big change for Kai, and it isn’t long before he begins to ache for something he can’t have. As a half-human shifter responsible for his three younger siblings, he knows he can never be Rick’s mate.

      

      Pushing aside their doubts and insecurities, they grow closer. But when the pack’s enemies strike, bringing their fears to fruition, Rick and Kai have to decide if they’re willing to risk it all to be together.

      

      The Alpha and His King is the first book in the Kincaid Pack series and features a quick-tempered and possessive alpha; a sweet and feisty alpha-mate; shifters, seers, and witches galore; massive amounts of hurt/comfort; and a happily ever after.
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