
	How can you trust anyone when you don’t trust yourself?

	 

	 

	Xander has been told he’s too big all his life, first by his mother before she left when he was nine, then by everyone else. At six feet eight, he knows that’s true, and it makes for a lonely life when most of the guys he likes are afraid he’ll hurt them. He doesn’t need love, though, and he’s focused on his friends and his job as a council enforcer.

	Muirgeh is the leader of the Chardon tribe, and he wants out. He never wanted to rule, but he had no choice when his parents died. He’s retiring, though, or at least he would if he could find someone to take his place. Several tribe members are jockeying for the job, and some of them are going too far, threatening him until he has no choice but to call in the council.

	Neither man expected to meet his mate, and they have so much to deal with that their relationship stays on the back burner, at least in the beginning. Between the threats against Muirgeh, his need to find an heir, and Xander’s mother coming back into his life, they’ll have to rely on each other—or lose their chance at a relationship.
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Chapter One

	Xander did his best to keep his expression neutral and ignore the lights coming from the cameras. He focused on Kameron, who looked like he was having a walk in the park rather than participating in a press conference about a shifter unjustly accused of murder. The guy had been proven innocent, thanks both to his lawyer and to the idiocy and arrogance of the human who was the actual the murderer.

	Xander hated press conferences. He hated having any kind of attention on himself, but there was no way for him to escape it this time. His team had been chosen along with another one to keep the council members safe as they answered questions and made declarations, or whatever it was they needed to do. It was Xander’s job, and he was doing it, no matter how much he hated the fact that his face would be plastered all over the news for at least a few days. He wasn’t sure why Kameron had wanted him of all people to stand behind him during the press conference, and he wished the alpha had picked any other of his team members, but there he was.

	Kameron looked completely at ease when he asked, “Any other questions? I’ll take a few.”

	The journalists started clamoring for his attention. Xander almost rolled his eyes when he noticed one of the women in the first row lean forward to expose more of her cleavage. She was barking up the wrong tree if she thought that would be a good way to get Kameron’s attention. Even if he weren’t gay, he was so in love with his mate that it hurt Xander’s heart to watch them together.

	And that wasn’t a path he wanted to go down, not right now, possibly not ever. He cleared his throat and listened to Kameron explain that yes, the council was worried about how quickly human law enforcement had decided a shifter was the murderer rather than investigate thoroughly, but that the council was working on it with them.

	Xander thought that was bullshit, but of course, he didn’t say it. He’d been living with shifters long enough, had been an enforcer long enough, to know that some humans would always think shifters didn’t belong. Nothing would change their mind, which was one of the reasons the enforcers were so important.

	Kameron finally got up. Xander moved to let him pass, then followed him out of the room. They both ignored the noise behind them and the voices that were still calling out questions.

	Kameron’s shoulders slumped as soon as they were out of the room, and he reached for his tie, pulling on it as he walked. “I’m so glad I can go home.”

	Xander grinned. “You and me both.”

	Kameron looked at him. “Not a fan of press conferences?”

	Xander’s grimace was apparently enough for Kameron to get an answer, because he laughed. “I understand. To be honest, I’m not a fan either. I’ve been doing them for years, but that still hasn’t changed. I’ll be glad to leave that part of the job behind when I retire.”

	Xander’s step faltered. “Retire? Are you thinking about that, Sir?”

	Kameron rolled his eyes. “Sir? Really?”

	“We’re on the job.”

	“All right, but I consider the job over as soon as we’re back in Gillham.”

	“Of course.”

	“And to answer your question, yes, I’m thinking about it. It’s time. It’s taken me away from my family long enough. I want to be there for the twins before they’re so old they don’t need me anymore.”

	“I don’t think that’s ever going to happen.” God knew Xander still needed his father, even though he was thirty-five. He’d always need his dad, although that might have more to do with having grown up with only him than anything else.

	He shook his head. That was something else he didn’t want to think about. “Ready to go home, Sir?” he asked.

	“Yeah. I hate it when you guys call me sir.”

	Xander had learned that when he’d first become an enforcer, right after the shifters had been outed by that video. As soon as the opportunity had come up, he’d volunteered. There hadn’t been a lot of volunteers back then because most humans had been terrified and confused. Xander had been ecstatic, though. He’d never been afraid of shifters. They were just humans with an added perk, and he found them fascinating. Kameron was more than just a council member or even the Gillham pack alpha. He’d become a friend over the years, which was one of the reasons Xander didn’t mind being assigned to carting him around to press conferences and standing behind him, even though it put him right where he didn’t want to be.

	“I have another one of these tomorrow,” Kameron said as they reached the room from which he’d be shimmered back to Gillham.

	“Great.”

	Kameron laughed again. “So much enthusiasm. I can ask Bran if he has another team to assign to me, if you want.”

	Xander shook his head. “I don’t mind. I can’t say I like it, but it’s my job. Besides, there isn’t another team available. All the enforcers based in Gillham are out right now.”

	“I know.”

	A few of Xander’s team members were already waiting in the room when he and Kameron got there. It didn’t take long for the others, who’d been watching the press conference from other points of view and making sure no one tried to hurt Kameron, to arrive. Then they were off.

	Xander only relaxed when they shimmered to Gillham. He could feel all of them had, the banter and laughter that had been missing during the mission emerging again. The people around Xander were more than his team members. They were his family.

	They were teasing each other when Bran walked in. That got their attention, even Kameron’s, who turned toward the head of the enforcers and arched a brow. “I know that expression. What happened?”

	Bran shook his head. “Nothing bad. Not yet.”

	“What is it?”

	“I know you need this team to go with you tomorrow, but we got a request for help from a Nix tribe leader. Apparently, there’s a bit of unrest in the Charon tribe, and he’s worried about his safety.”

	“You want to send this team.”

	“Yes. I can contact Whitedell and have them send a team to go with you to the press conference tomorrow. They’ll have enough time to prepare. I know it isn’t ideal, but all the other teams are out.”

	Kameron waved. “That’s fine. I’ll try to move the press conference, but if I can’t, I don’t mind having a Whitedell team coming with me. They’re as good at their job as our guys are.”

	Sue, Xander’s team leader, cleared her throat.

	Kameron grinned at her. “And ladies, of course. All of you are great enforcers.”

	Bran nodded. “All right. Team, you should go pack. You’re off in a few hours. Nadhia, you won’t go with the team this time. I want you to swap places with Mael. The tribe the team is going to is the one he grew up in, and he knows the leader.”

	Nadhia didn’t protest.

	Xander wasn’t sure how much he liked the thought of having to work with someone he wasn’t used to, but Mael was a good guy. It wouldn’t be a problem. Besides, he’d have insight for them, since he’d grown up in that tribe. He could help.

	“I need you back here in an hour. Once you’re all present, I’ll explain the case in more detail. Then Mael will shimmer you there.”

	The team disbanded, all of them going to their rooms. Xander didn’t bother changing since he was already wearing his uniform. He also had a bag packed—all the enforcers did, just for this kind of situation—so he was back downstairs ten minutes later. He left his backpack in the room from they’d shimmer from and headed to the kitchen to have a snack.

	The kitchen was eerily empty. That wasn’t something Xander was used to, since there always was at least a team or two present in Gillham. The kitchen wasn’t completely empty, though, and Xander sat at the table in front of Matt.

	Matt was an enforcer, but he was a special kind of enforcer. He didn’t belong to any team, doing undercover work instead. Xander hadn’t seen him for almost a year until he’d come back that summer. He’d left again a few weeks ago, and Xander was surprised he was already back. Usually he stayed away much longer. “You’re home.”

	Matt nodded. He looked tired, but then he ought to be. Xander couldn’t even begin to imagine how hard his job was. “For a while, hopefully.”

	“Last job was hard?”

	Matt rubbed his face. “Group of humans who were using shifter kids as exotic pets.” He paused. “And more.”

	Xander could imagine what that more was and he didn’t want to think about it. “You got them?”

	Matt’s smile was hard. “Damn right I did.”

	And that was one of the reasons Xander had wanted to become an enforcer.

	****

	Muirgeh hated this.

	He raked a hand through his hair and wondered what he was supposed to do. When had his tribe members, his people, become so focused on power that they were ready to do pretty much anything to get it? He still remembered how he’d felt when his father died and he’d had to take his place as the tribe leader. He’d always known it would happen but going through it had been hard. He’d never wanted to be the leader, yet he hadn’t been able to escape that role, not when he didn’t have brothers.

	But now it was over. He was retiring, or he would as soon as he found a suitable replacement, anyway. It would have been easy for him if he’d bonded and had children, but he didn’t like women that way, and he never would. He’d never wanted to betray himself or any woman he’d bound to himself that way.

	Sometimes he wished he had. It would have been so much easier. Although he wasn’t sure he would have been able to push his son to become the leader if that wasn’t what he’d wanted. Muirgeh knew all too well how that felt.

	His cell phone—one of the few concessions to the modern world outside the forest the tribe lived in—chirped. He’d contacted the council several hours earlier, asking them to send someone to make sure one of his tribe members didn’t murder him in his sleep. Not that he really thought any of them would, but some were becoming aggressive in their request that Muirgeh choose someone—preferably them or one of their family members, of course.

	He’d had a few moments when he’d feared someone would hit him, and he couldn’t allow that. He was the leader, no matter how little he wanted to be. But he was still only one man against the entire tribe, and while the tribe wasn’t that big, it was still big enough that Muirgeh could end up hurt or worse if a few members decided to get rid of him and take the leadership. They appeared still wary of doing it, but it might happen, and he wouldn’t allow it.

	He grabbed his cell phone and smiled at the name on the screen. He heard from Mael at least once a week, even though Mael had been living in Gillham for more than a decade. They’d always been good friends, and Muirgeh missed him. He missed having someone entirely on his side. He wasn’t sure anyone else was.

	We’re coming.

	That was all the text said, but it was enough for Muirgeh to feel better. He relaxed in his chair and closed his eyes. Mael was coming. Muirgeh would be safe, and he’d have enough time to decide who would lead once he was gone.

	“Muirgeh?” a loud voice asked from just outside his front door.

	He sighed. The last thing he needed was to talk to Atha. He couldn’t hide out, though. He was the leader, and when his tribe needed him, he had to be there.

	He pushed up from his chair, feeling more like a hundred than the fifty-three years he actually was. That was one of the reasons he wanted out of the leadership—it weighed heavily on his shoulders and on his mind, and he wanted to enjoy life while he could, unlike his father, who’d died being a leader.

	Muirgeh opened the door. He wasn’t surprised to see Atha had brought her daughter with her. He smiled at them and hoped neither of them could see how little he meant that smile. “What can I do for you, ladies?”

	Atha pushed past him, dragging Yaly into the hut with her. Yaly rolled her eyes, but she didn’t say anything.

	Muirgeh pushed down his irritation He might be the leader, but that didn’t mean the people he took care of could barge into his living space the way she had.

	Atha crossed her arms over her chest and faced Muirgeh. “Have you made your decision, then?”

	“No. I’ll announce it to the entire tribe when I do.”

	“I still don’t understand why you want to step down. You’re not even bonded yet. You should have done that years ago.”

	Muirgeh wished he had, if anything so he’d have someone by his side. But he supposed even being bonded wouldn’t have helped. He’d have had to choose a woman, because that was the way his father would have wanted things. That was one of the reasons Muirgeh had never been able to give more to Mael, and he’d regretted it so many times over the years. Of course, Mael had then met his mate, so it was good that things had gone that way, but it left Muirgeh feeling so lonely sometimes.

	“The way I live my life is none of your concern. Did you want something else?”

	Atha reached for Yaly. The girl—because Muirgeh couldn’t think of her as anything else—was only twenty, and while beautiful, there was no way Muirgeh would ever even consider bonding with her. It wasn’t only because he was gay, either. She was too young to be tied down, especially to a man she didn’t love. Her mother was pushing her into this, and for some reason, Yaly wasn’t protesting. She probably thought she had to do this, and Muirgeh understood it. Oh boy, did he.

	“Yaly is a nice girl,” Atha said.

	“I know. I watched her grow up.”

	“Why won’t you have her, then?”

	Muirgeh sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I already told you why, and I don’t think this is a conversation we should have in front of her.” He didn’t want to hurt her, even though he didn’t want her.

	“She’s not good enough?”

	Muirgeh hated the wounded look on Yaly’s face, even though it disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. Atha clearly wasn’t going to let it drop, though. He wasn’t surprised. She was one of the stubborn ones, and she wanted her family to get the leadership. How she was going to manage that, he wasn’t sure. She wanted him to bond with her daughter and probably give her children, but how was it going to get her closer to the leadership when he was planning to get rid of that role soon? He wasn’t sure he wanted the answer.

	“I prefer men. You know that.”

	Atha waved Muirgeh’s words away. “Everyone knows that. It doesn’t mean you can’t bond with a woman. You need children to take your place.”

	“I don’t. I won’t be the leader for long enough for any child of mine to take my place.”

	Her expression hardened. “Your father—”

	“Would be horrified, I know. I don’t care. He’s been dead for twenty years. What he would have thought of me and the decisions I made doesn’t matter.” Muirgeh had learned a long time ago not to care about what his father would have thought. He was dead. He didn’t have a say in Muirgeh’s life anymore.

	“The leadership has always been in your family. You can’t throw it away.”

	“I’m not throwing it away. I’m retiring and choosing someone worthy of leading the tribe.”

	Atha threw her hands in the air. “You’re not old enough to retire. You should bond, have children, and groom them to take your place. That’s what both your parents would have wanted.”

	That was a low blow. Muirgeh’s father had always pushed him into the leadership, but his mother hadn’t. She’d understood Muirgeh wanted something different in his life, and she would have supported him if he’d tried to get out of being the heir. He hadn’t had the time to build up enough courage to do it before his parents had died, though.

	“We can have you and Yaly bonded by the end of the month. It’ll be a bit of a rush, but it’s possible. If you really want to give up the leadership, you can choose someone in our family, maybe Yaly’s father. Any child you’ll have will be the next in line to the leadership. That way it will eventually go back to your family.”

	Atha wasn’t going to give up. Muirgeh supposed he was lucky he was more stubborn than she was. That, plus the fact that he knew her bond mate would be a terrible leader, helped Muirgeh see right through her. Not that it would have taken a lot even if he hadn’t, of course. Her pushing to get her bond mate the leadership was so obvious, she might as well outright ask.

	****

	Xander closed his eyes right after cupping his hand on Mael’s shoulder. He opened them again only when the usual squirming in his stomach due to shimmering was over. He’d learned a long time ago that the only thing he could do was ignore the sensation. No matter how many times he shimmered, it didn’t disappear, and shimmering was a requirement for his job. There was no getting out of it.

	“This is pretty,” Janelle said.

	Xander looked around. It was pretty, in a cabin-in-the-woods kind of way. Although the buildings he could see were more like huts than cabins.

	It had to be freaking cold to live there, considering it was December.

	Xander shivered and turned his attention to Sue and Mael
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