
	Out of the Cage: When an old bear shifter makes an unexpected discovery, he must rely on new friends to secure his future.

	 

	 

	When a Shifter Council hearing proves corruption in the council, Councilman Regales Colearian takes it as a personal affront. Deciding to take matters into his own hands, he handles all grievances himself. That includes going to Stone Ridge to meet the shifters impacted by the scientists the wolf pack has been fighting against. Once there, he runs across the last person he ever thought he’d meet—his mate, Armand Theodore Conway—who happens to be a human male. Regales learns that Theo knows about paranormals, but has no interest in bonding with one. Theo is a Navy Seal and has seen so much depravity he feels tainted by it. Plus, Theo isn’t gay. While Regales has never considered himself gay either, at over four hundred years old, he’s been alone a long, long time. He knows claiming Theo will turn his life upside down, but it’ll be worth it. Stepping out of his own comfort zone isn’t easy, so can Regales manage to convince Theo to give a stuck-in-his-ways bear shifter a chance?
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	I can’t change the direction of the wind, but I can adjust my sails to always reach my destination.

	~Jimmy Dean

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Regales Colearian bowed his head and scrubbed his fingers through his shaggy salt and pepper hair. He let out a soft growl of frustration. Less than two weeks before, never would he have believed some of the tales of depravity about ex-Councilman Paraben Krakow.

	As a councilman himself, one who’d been on the council the longest at over two hundred years, Regales took it as a personal affront. Those on the council were supposed to see to the enforcement of the rules that kept shifters around the globe safe. The biggest rule was secrecy, followed by equality and family.

	Paraben had broken all their rules. To what extent was still being ascertained, but the wolf shifter would likely be facing death for his crimes. Not only had he hidden information regarding humans willfully capturing and experimenting on shifters, but he’d helped those humans.

	The bastard is a disgrace.

	Regales straightened in his seat. He inhaled through his nose and let it out through his mouth, attempting to slow his racing pulse. After listening to the last three appointments—two women and one man who were all there to lodge grievances against Paraben—Regales felt his bear unusually close to the surface.

	Nothing would have given him greater pleasure than going to Paraben’s home, shifting to his grizzly bear, and tearing the wolf shifter limb from limb... slowly.

	The man was a lying, back-stabbing pig, and he deserved to die. Just the number of unexplained disappearances from packs, flocks, herds, prides, and the like from around the world should have clued the council in that something was going on. They should have looked into them sooner. The council shouldn’t have cowed to Paraben and his followers’ arguments that shifter alphas needed the freedom to police their own groups.

	No more.

	At least the council was already doing something about that. Regales had worked closely with Councilman Granis and Councilman Goldstein, and they’d convinced a couple others of the importance of becoming more involved with individual pack law. They’d formed a special division of enforcers who would follow up on rumors of disappearances or abuse within packs themselves.

	Paraben had been vocally against it. Now Regales understood why. The wolf shifter had probably been helping controlling alphas get rid of members they deemed as a threat to their rule.

	Until it was proven, however, Regales knew that was just his opinion.

	“I know it’s not my place to say, but you don’t have to handle all this on your own.”

	Regales flinched before lowering his hands. He’d completely forgotten there was another man in the room. Enforcer Dane Drudeson was just that good at his job.

	Dane had been an enforcer for over a century. During the course of his work, he’d saved Regales more than once from assassination attempts. He also somehow had a way of blending in with the furnishings so seamlessly, he could be ignored thoroughly.

	Turning his attention to Dane, Regales thought about the komodo dragon shifter’s words. He considered the enforcer a friend after so many years together. Regales also appreciated his counsel. The huge male was tapped into so many rumor mills, he was often able to report potential problems before they became true issues.

	“You can always speak frankly with me, Dane,” Regales told the big man. He rose to his feet and crossed to the sideboard. “Want a drink?” he asked as he grabbed a single-serving Earl Grey tea bag. He opened it and placed it in a mug, then grabbed a carafe of hot water and filled it. Still waiting for an answer, Regales turned and stared at the man.

	“Still got coffee in that carafe or did that nervous gopher shifter drink it all?”

	Regales scowled as he picked up a clean mug and the coffee carafe. He poured it into the mug as he thought about the nervous shifter. The man had been there on behalf of his pregnant sister—a woman who’d become pregnant after being forced to accept Krakow’s unwanted advances.

	That a councilman was capable of rape had nearly sent Regales into a rage, but he’d held himself in check. His scent, however, had given away his anger. The shifter had nearly trembled out of his skin. Regales had calmed the man by serving him coffee, heavy on the cream, and keeping the desk between them.

	After setting down the carafe, Regales grabbed his tea, then turned. He spotted Dane already sprawled in one of the two large, comfortable chairs before his desk. Regales headed toward him, handed him his coffee, then eased into the second.

	Dane grunted his thanks, then took a sip of the steaming liquid.

	Regales stared into his tea and dipped the seeping tea bag over and over. “I remember a time when this kind of thing would never have happened.”

	“You mean back when everyone used the barter system?”

	Hearing Dane’s droll tone, Regales snorted. Few dared give him shit, and he appreciated the enforcer all the more for it. Lifting his gaze from his mug, he gave Dane a mock glare.

	“I’m not that old,” Regales claimed. Seeing Dane’s lifted brow and quirked lips, he grumbled, “I’m over four hundred, not a thousand.”

	Dane rumbled a deep chuckle. “You act it sometimes,” he countered with a grin. “Although, I can’t think of any other councilman who’d serve an enforcer coffee, let alone a gopher shifter, so maybe you are the right choice.”

	Scoffing, Regales shook his head. “Like I said. Times have changed. Councilmen used to remember that they served their people. Now everyone is so damn entitled.” After taking a sip of his tea, he mumbled, “Need to figure out how to change it back.”

	“The change didn’t happen overnight,” Dane reminded him. “So I’m sure it’ll take some time to remind the others. At least getting rid of Krakow is a step in the right direction.” He tapped his forefingers on his thick thigh as his brows furrowed, his expression sobering. “Ya’ll will have to do something about the man’s cronies, though. Any evidence pointing at Councilman Delaney and Councilman Peregrine being involved, too?”

	“Not yet.” Regales took another sip of his tea, enjoying the rich flavor. “But I’ve not had time to read the reports from Councilman Goldstein, yet.”

	The redheaded lion shifter had been placed in charge of going through Paraben’s financials.

	Regales, on the other hand, had spent his last three days, from sun up to sun down, meeting with shifters that had grievances against Paraben and writing up reports about them. His reading time had been nearly non-existent.

	“Then I’ll be the first to tell you that according to Vinnie’s third report, Krakow has a hidden set of books. Unfortunately, his accountant, Pedro, swears that he doesn’t know anything about them and doesn’t have access to them.” Dane snorted as a low growl escaped him. “Of course, he’s lying. Delanrue has been brought in to question him.”

	Regales knew he stared at his friend with wide eyes. It wasn’t often he found himself shocked, but that was how he felt right then. He didn’t know which part of Dane’s comments to address first.

	“Vinnie?” Regales figured Dane’s nickname for Councilman Vincentius Goldstein probably wasn’t the first thing he should ask about, but damn! “Does Vincentius know you call him that?”

	Dane chuckled low in his throat. “Naw, and you ain’t gonna tell him, are ya?”

	Hearing that kind of comment from anyone else, Regales would have taken it as a threat. Not from Dane, however. They’d been friends for far too long. It was Dane’s way of teasing.

	“Hell, no,” Regales responded, shaking his head. “He’d yell at me just for being the messenger.”

	Vincentius was more than a little uptight about being addressed by his proper name. The lion shifter haled from Africa, so mixing with a deer shifter from Great Britain—Councilman Aiden Ridgeston—and a coyote shifter from what used to be called Russia—Councilman Sasha Delaney—he occasionally gave in to a bit of an inferiority complex. His title meant a lot to him.

	Regales swiftly shifted mental gears. “So, hidden books?” He sighed and shook his head. “I’m glad he’s handling that. He’s a wiz with technology. He’ll figure it out.”

	While Regales had been a councilman for over two hundred years, he’d be the first to admit that some of the new-fangled technology was beyond his grasp. Vincentius had been a computer hacker, of all things, before being voted to the council only fifty years before. It’d shocked the shit out of a couple councilman, Paraben included.

	“You trust him then?”

	Nodding, Regales focused on Dane. “I do.” He was insisting on handling the interpersonal issues—grievances and the like. “Vincentius will do well at that, and I do trust him. The fact that he always worked against Paraben is enough to convince me.”

	“Their loathing of each other certainly was well known,” Dane commented. He lifted his coffee mug to his lips, but before taking a sip, he asked, “You sure that’s not just a cover?”

	Regales couldn’t stop his chuckle. “Hell, no.” He saw Dane’s questioning look, how his left eyebrow lifted, and he smirked. “I’m surprised you didn’t know this. Vincentius is bisexual. Rumor is that if he manages to find his mate, he hopes it’ll be a guy.”

	Dane’s second brow lifted to join the first. “I am surprised I didn’t know that.” He hummed as he swallowed a mouthful of his drink. “That would definitely put them at odds then. Paraben has always been a self-righteous bigot.”

	“He has.” Regales took a sip of his tea, then mumbled, “Now to clean up his mess and figure out how deep the treachery goes.”

	When the council had met twenty-four hours after Paraben Krakow had been booted from their ranks, Councilman Georgio Peregrine had tried to take over the investigation into Paraben’s books. His attempt had been vetoed by five of them, his only support the coyote shifter, Sasha. Both had been known to support Krakow on a regular basis, so none of the others had trusted either of them to be honest. The duty had been given to Vincentius, instead.

	“So, you’re headed to Stone Ridge, Colorado day after tomorrow,” Dane commented, resting his mug on his thigh. “And you’re really only taking one enforcer?”

	Regales nodded. “It’s a show of good faith,” he said, having heard the concern in his friend’s comment. Then he smiled. “Hell, after listening to complaints for the last week, it’ll be a vacation.”

	Dane nodded slowly. “Well, since you’re not taking me, at least you’re taking Dakota. He’s good. He’ll keep you safe.”

	Shaking his head, Regales met Dane’s worried brown eyes. “Well, I’m glad you think so,” he teased. “I mean, you did train him, after all... and he is your brother.”

	“Yeah, yeah.” Dane rubbed his left hand over his thigh. “I just”—he cocked his head as his eyes narrowed—”I just got a feeling. That’s all.”

	Regales had seen the results of Dane’s feelings before. The komodo dragon shifter seemed to have a sixth sense when something was going to happen. He trusted the man’s gut.

	Concern churning through him, Regales leaned toward Dane. “A good feeling or a bad feeling?”

	“Not bad. I would have insisted I come if it was bad,” Dane immediately told him. He shook his head, his brown eyes going vacant for a second before snapping back to attention. “It’s a little hard to explain.”

	Regales held his friend’s gaze, mentally willing him to try.

	Dane huffed a sigh. “Anticipation,” he finally said. “A change in the wind.”

	“Well, that’s a good feeling in my book,” Regales stated, relaxing back in his seat. While Dane still appeared troubled, he saw him nod slowly. “Besides, you could just be feeling that I’m about to attend a Christmas party for the first time in...” Regales really had to think about it. “Forty-eight years.”

	“What, really?”

	“Yep,” Regales confirmed. “After my parents passed over a hundred years before, me and my siblings drifted apart. I don’t think I’ve seen my younger brother, Zylon, since the funeral. The last party was put on by my sister, and he didn’t show.”

	“Me and my brothers are close,” Dane told him softly. Then a wide smile creased his bronzed-skinned features, and his brown eyes twinkled. “You wanna be our honorary Pops, old man?”

	Barking a laugh, Regales shook his head. “Thanks for the thought, but no thanks.” He waggled his brows, his heart feeling lighter than it had in a long time. “No way am I taking responsibility, in any way, for you and your yahoo brothers.”

	Dane laughed, his expression relaxed. “Probably wise, but I’ll still invite you to the New Year’s party.” He winked as he rose to his feet, then offered his hand to Regales. “You gonna be back for that, right?”

	Regales grabbed Dane’s wrist, the other man grabbed his, and the komodo
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