
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Every relationship is different.

	 

	 

	Seymour has complicated feelings about finding his mate. His parents taught him that when he did, he’d have to quit his job and focus entirely on their bond, and he’s not ready to do that. He worked too hard to get where he is, and he plans to finish training to become a council assassin.

	Jimmy’s tired of being a council enforcer. Being sent on missions means he wasn’t there when his brother needed him, but he plans on changing that.

	When Jimmy and Seymour meet, Jimmy’s glad he got ahead and asked to be transferred. Seymour isn’t sure what to think of Jimmy, but he’s Wallace’s brother, so Seymour needs to give him a chance.

	But he’s not quitting his job.

	Seymour has to face his parents’ antiquated view of mates, but Jimmy has a more complicated problem—his father. Wallace Senior isn’t happy with Jimmy’s decision, and when he’s not happy, no one is. Jimmy and Seymour will have to fight for what they want.

	But will they get it?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Seymour’s phone kept vibrating in his pocket. He’d done his best to ignore it until now, but that was hard when he could feel it go off every few minutes. He already knew what would happen if he answered, so it was better to ignore it.

	If only that was possible.

	When his parents focused on something, they often became obsessive. Seymour shouldn’t have told them that both his best friends had found their mates. Now they were convinced he would, too, but he couldn’t see it happening.

	He didn’t want it to happen.

	He wanted the happiness his friends had found, but he already knew his life would change if he met his mate, and that was what he’d been avoiding. It wasn’t even because of his mate. He didn’t know the guy, but since his mate was supposed to be perfect for him, he probably wouldn’t force Seymour to leave his job.

	Seymour’s parents would.

	He looked down at his drink. Everyone else around him was having fun. This was Fergus and Kerwin’s housewarming party, and Seymour should be smiling at the very least. Instead, he was hiding in a corner, and he was pretty sure anyone could tell something was wrong from his expression. His phone was vibrating again, dammit.

	His parents really couldn’t take a hint.

	“You look like you’d rather be anywhere but here,” Orlando said, appearing out of nowhere. “Aren’t you happy for Fergus and Kerwin?”

	Seymour glared at him. “What would make you think I’m not happy for them?”

	“Maybe the scowl on your face?”

	Shit. Seymour had to fix this, because he didn’t want Kerwin and Fergus to think he was pissed at them. He always had a hard time dealing with his emotions when it came to his parents, but he had to try.

	They loved him, but they loved themselves and the idea they had of their lives and their sons’ lives more. It was unfortunate, but it was the reality of things, and Seymour had accepted it long ago.

	He forced himself to relax. Kerwin and Fergus were perfect for each other, and together, they would raise Fergus’s nephew. They’d love and cherish him and wouldn’t force him into things he didn’t want. Everything was right in their little happy world.

	Seymour wished he could say the same about his world.

	“That’s better, but it still doesn’t tell me what your problem is,” Orlando said as he circled his glass at Seymour’s face.

	“I don’t have a problem with Kerwin and Fergus. I’m happy for them and impressed by the way they took in Fergus’s nephew. I’m glad they have a place to call home and a family, since it’s what they want.”

	“But?”

	Seymour shook his head. “No buts. I am happy for them. What I’m not happy about is the way my parents reacted when I told them that both Wallace and Kerwin had found their mates.”

	Orlando grimaced. “That bad?”

	Seymour shrugged and drank half of what was left in his glass. “I suppose it could have gone worse.”

	In a way, Seymour was lucky. His parents had never cared that he was gay or that his brother was bisexual. They hadn’t arranged marriages for them, and they’d let them live their lives fairly freely. The problem was that all of that had an end date. They expected both Seymour and his brother to drop what they were doing when they met their mates. They didn’t know what Seymour did for the council, but they thought he’d quit his job when he met his mate.

	Seymour almost snorted as he remembered that conversation. He wasn’t quitting his job. He’d worked too damn hard to even consider that possibility, no matter what his mother believed.

	His parents both came from wealthy families. When they’d gotten married, they’d put their fortunes together, and Seymour’s father had stopped working. Seymour’s mother had never worked, but that was a different issue entirely.

	For some reason, they expected Seymour’s and his brother’s mates to be wealthy. They knew it didn’t work like that, but they wanted their sons to focus their entire beings on their mates the way they had on each other, and Seymour couldn’t think of anything worse. He was sure he’d love his mate when he met him, but that didn’t mean he wanted the guy to be the center of his universe. He had a job and friends, and they were just as important as his love life, if not more.

	Definitely more important at the moment.

	His phone stopped vibrating, then began again. Orlando arched a brow, but Seymour shook his head. “Like I said, it could have gone worse, but that doesn’t mean it went well.”

	“At least you still talk to your parents.”

	Seymour snorted. “Sometimes, I wish I didn’t.”

	Orlando’s gaze drifted to the happy couples surrounding them. “Maybe it wouldn’t be too bad to meet my mate.”

	“I don’t think it would be bad. I’d just have to deal with the consequences and my parents, and I’m not ready for that to happen.”

	“Pity you don’t meet your mate when you decide you’re ready.”

	“I don’t think anyone would ever decide they’re ready for that.”

	Because meeting your mate meant changing your entire life. It meant accommodating the needs and wants of another person, and while every relationship was like that, the relationship between mates was special. Sometimes, Seymour yearned for it, just like Orlando. Other times, he reminded himself of what his parents would expect of him if he ever met the guy, and he couldn’t think of anything worse. Even if his mate didn’t force him to leave his job, his parents might try. They wouldn’t do it because they thought he wasn’t good at it or anything like that. They didn’t even know what he did for a living. They just knew that he worked for the council, but he’d never mentioned being a council assassin.

	He wouldn’t have even if he’d been allowed to.

	His parents had a precise view of the world, and it was a view Seymour didn’t share. He’d tried to make them understand, but they were really fucking stubborn.

	“I want to shift,” someone said.

	Seymour looked around, wondering who it was. He didn’t think it mattered. People were already stripping, and he pressed his back more firmly against the wall. He was a Nix, so there would be no shifting for him. What there would be was a lot of gorgeous men stripping down and turning into animals. Seymour tried not to be a creep about it. To shifters, nudity was natural, and Seymour had gotten used to it. You couldn’t live with a bunch of shifters without seeing them naked at least once a day. The people around him were his friends, so it wasn’t like he stared or anything like that. Part of him was still uncomfortable, mostly because he never knew where to look.

	Someone laughed nearby, and Seymour smiled at Wallace and his mate together. It had taken a lot for Wallace to be so carefree, and sometimes, thinking of his father still sent Wallace into a spin, but he had Hawthorne now. Hawthorne wouldn’t allow Wallace’s father to ruin Wallace’s life, no matter how hard the guy tried.

	Seymour watched them talk for a moment. Did he want what the two of them shared? Of course he did. He’d seen enough of his friends meet their mates and live happily ever after to want the same. It might not be a priority, but he wouldn’t say no if he met his mate tonight. He just didn’t like the idea of how his parents would react, but he didn’t want to believe that the man who was supposed to be perfect for him would demand the same things they would.

	Wallace pushed away from Hawthorne and put down his beer. Seymour rolled his eyes when his friend shifted in his clothes, but he got more interested when he realized that Hawthorne would shift with Wallace. Wallace’s puppy eyes were convincing, especially when he was in his adorable quokka form. He just had to cock his head and stare, and Hawthorne was willing to do anything for him.

	Seymour did want that. He wanted someone who would be there for him and support him through whatever he had to face. He wanted someone who would stand up for him when his parents pushed for things he didn’t want.

	“They’re good together, aren’t they?” Orlando asked, tilting his chin toward Hawthorne and Wallace.

	“They’re great together.”

	Seymour turned toward Wallace just in time to see him grab one of Hawthorne’s shoes and throw it at Hawthorne’s nose. They froze and stared at each other for a few seconds. Seymour laughed, knowing his friend wasn’t in danger. Hawthorne wouldn’t hurt him, no matter how many shoes he threw at him. Besides, it was an instinctive reaction when Wallace was scared or startled.

	Seymour leaned against the wall, took a sip of his drink, and watched the show.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jimmy wasn’t sure if he should go to this party. He’d been invited, even though he barely knew Kerwin and Fergus. He was Wallace’s brother, though, and they’d seemed happy to have him there. He didn’t understand why beyond the fact that he was finally here for Wallace, but maybe that was enough for Wallace’s friend to welcome him.

	It would be a big change. Usually, when he stood up for his brother, he got scorn. Their father hated it when Jimmy supported Wallace in any way, and Jimmy had always wondered why. Now, he knew, and he wasn’t surprised.

	His father had to hate the knowledge that Wallace wasn’t his son. That was probably why he’d been so hard on Wallace, and Jimmy hated him for that. If he didn’t feel he could care for Wallace the way he should, he shouldn’t have agreed to be his father. Wallace had been stunned when he’d found out about all of this, but Jimmy had been watching his father with Wallace for a long time, and he’d always been able to see something was wrong. Wallace yearned for their father’s love, but their father didn’t care about that. He just wanted to beat Wallace down, and he might have succeeded if Wallace hadn’t been so strong. He’d stood up to their father, had built himself a good life, and now he was happy.

	He was also in the house Jimmy had almost reached.

	Wallace had been the one who invited him to today’s housewarming party, and Jimmy had been unable to say no. He wanted to know Wallace’s friends and be part of his life. That was why he hated that he was already messing things up.

	He was late.

	If there was one thing that irritated Jimmy, it was when people were late. As a personal rule, he tried to get to his appointments early. Many of his friends made fun of him because of that, but he didn’t care. If he had to be somewhere or meet someone, he was always respectful, and to him, that meant arriving on time.

	Tonight, he was late, and even though he had a good excuse, he wasn’t happy with himself. The fact that he’d been on the phone with his team leader wasn’t something he could explain yet. He hadn’t told anyone that he’d been thinking of stepping away from his job as a council enforcer, and he wasn’t planning to do so until he got confirmation that he could. He’d spent enough time away from the people he loved. He’d enjoyed his job and didn’t regret doing it, but it was time to focus on the people he’d left behind when he’d become an enforcer.

	He wasn’t doing this just for Wallace. As he parked in front of address Wallace had given him, he wondered if maybe he could find a similar place to make his own. When he’d worked for the council, he hadn’t bothered looking for a home or an apartment. He’d been fine living wherever he was assigned, even though it meant moving often. When his team was on leave, he went on vacation or visited friends. He’d never needed a home, but now he found himself intrigued by the thought of having one.

	He eyed the house in front of him. It was nice and large enough to raise a child. Wallace had mentioned that his friends had recently become fathers, something that Jimmy thought was more impressive than being a council enforcer. Being a parent took guts, especially in this day and age. He didn’t think he’d ever want children, although, like everything, that might change.

	He shut off the engine and got out. He made sure to take his phone in case his team leader had news for him before the night was over. He doubted it, but he wasn’t willing to risk it.

	He could hear laughter and voices coming from the backyard and knew to go straight there, so he did after locking his truck. The sound of so many people gathering and having fun made him realize how much he’d missed by always going on missions. He hadn’t had a choice, because that was what enforcers did, but it felt like it was time to slow down. Hopefully, Wallace would understand and support him.

	Their father certainly wouldn’t.

	In fact, he’d freak out as soon as he found out. Jimmy would have to be ready for that, but he wasn’t sure it was possible. His father could be explosive when things didn’t go the way he wanted, so Jimmy wasn’t looking forward to telling him what he’d been up to.

	Jimmy’s phone vibrated in his hand as he rounded the house, and his heart kicked into his throat. He peered down at the screen, his anxiousness ramping up when he saw his father was calling. He’d hoped for a call from his team leader, but he’d known it was too soon. He shouldn’t have checked.

	He also knew that his father would call him again if he didn’t answer. He’d continue calling until Jimmy finally gave in. Since Jimmy wanted to enjoy the party, he had to find out what his father wanted from him.

	He didn’t want to bring the party down, so he stopped before turning the corner and leaned against the side of the house. He took a deep breath, told himself to be patient, and answered. “Yes?”

	“Finally,” his father snapped. “What were you doing that was so important you couldn’t answer sooner?”

	“Driving.”

	That was the only excuse Jimmy’s father would accept. Jimmy could hear from his tone that he still wanted to argue, but he couldn’t. Jimmy had the perfect excuse, and knowing that made him smile.

	“Have you heard from your brother?” Jimmy’s father asked.

	Jimmy winced. “Why?”

	“None of your business.”

	Jimmy wanted to ask why his father had asked him instead of calling Wallace, but he didn’t dare. No matter how many times his father snapped at him or how much Jimmy wanted to tell him to fuck off, Jimmy had to think of his mother.

	He didn’t like what she’d done, but he understood why she’d done it. Living with her husband had to have been hell. Jimmy had only needed to live with his father until he turned eighteen, but his mother was still with him, something Jimmy didn’t understand. There was no love in their marriage, and he wasn’t surprised his mother had looked for it elsewhere.

	He just hated what it meant for Wallace. Wallace had said he didn’t care who his biological father was, but Jimmy couldn’t help but wonder. Would the man have been a better father to Wallace? It would be hard to be worse, but anything was possible. Jimmy also didn’t think their father would have treated Wallace the way he had if Wallace had been his child. He’d never treated Jimmy that way.

	Their father had always been hard, and he’d pushed Jimmy to do more and be better. He wasn’t a nice person and wasn’t the kind of father Jimmy would wish on anyone. He’d never denigrated Jimmy the way he had Wallace, though. He’d never tried to control Jimmy’s life like he did with Wallace. Jimmy didn’t know why, or at least, he hadn’t before. Now, it was obvious.

	As Jimmy listened to his father’s rant about Wallace and how ungrateful he was, he closed his eyes and slowed down his breathing. He needed a lot of patience to deal with his father, but he was reaching the end of it. Eventually, he’d tell his father what he thought of him, and when he did, all hell would break loose. He wasn’t looking forward to it, but it was inevitable. Jimmy had to choose between his father and his brother, and he had.

	Wallace was the only choice Jimmy could make.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Seymour wasn’t the only Nix at the party, but he still felt slightly out of place now that most of the people had shifted. They were playing and running around the backyard chasing each other like children. It made Seymour smile, but it was also a lot.

	They weren’t excluding him because they wanted to, but that didn’t change the fact that he was on the outside looking in. He wasn’t a shifter, so he’d never be able to join them. That was fine with him. He didn’t need to be able to shift to be friends with these people, but he’d taken the opportunity to go outside and breathe.

	His parents seemed to have finally given up. His phone hadn’t vibrated in his pocket in a while, and he needed to shake the anxiousness off to focus on his friends and why they were here today. Hopefully, his parents wouldn’t call again anytime soon. They might think he was asleep. If so, they’d wait until tomorrow. Seymour couldn’t avoid them forever, no matter how much he wished he could.

	But that was a problem he’d deal with tomorrow. For now, he finished his drink, put down his glass, and pushed away from the house.

	He and Orlando had followed the others outside. Orlando had joined the mix, leaving Seymour alone. That was fine because it meant that Seymour could sneak away without anyone noticing.

	He grinned at the sight
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