
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Clear skies always come after a storm.

	 

	 

	Calum has been living with the badgers for months now, but he’s still an outsider, and it’s entirely his fault. His past influences how he behaves, and it’s easier to push everyone away than to allow them in and risk losing them.

	Duane just left the military and is looking for a new direction. When he applies for a job as a guard in the forest where the shifters live, he doesn’t expect much, and certainly not to stumble on two guys having words in the grocery store. He steps in, acts as a fake boyfriend, and starts falling for Calum.

	But Calum’s fears run deep, and Duane doesn’t know if he belongs in the forest. If those were the only problems, Duane wouldn’t doubt they could make it work, but someone in the forest is plotting something, and they might have involved humans.

	The forest is in danger, as is Calum’s heart. Will Calum be able to see beyond his fears? Can Duane convince him they can have their own happily-ever-after?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Julian started getting up from the couch, but Calum shot to his feet and glared at him. Julian looked amused, but thankfully, he sat back down and pressed his hands against his swollen stomach.

	“I was just getting some water,” he said.

	“I’ll get it for you. I already told you and Kaspar that I’ll take care of you, and it’s why I’m here after all.”

	Julian frowned. “You’re not here to help us. You’re here because you’re our family.”

	Calum’s heart fluttered. How was Julian so much older than him yet so adorable? He shouldn’t be, but Calum suspected that his pregnancy had a lot to do with it. Not everything, though. Julian was a good man, and Calum loved him.

	“He’s right,” Kaspar said from next to Julian. “Even if you didn’t lift one finger in the house, we’d still want you here.”

	Calum snorted. “If I didn’t lift a finger, I wouldn’t want me here.” Because no matter what they said, Calum was here first and foremost to help them with their pregnancies.

	He’d been stunned when he’d found out that both Julian and Kaspar were pregnant, although he supposed he’d been nowhere near as stunned as they had. Julian had thought he couldn’t have any more children, and when they’d decided to start a family, they’d thought Kaspar was the only one who could get pregnant.

	They’d been wrong.

	Now, both of them were heavily pregnant and about to pop. Julian’s due date was first, but Kaspar wouldn’t be far behind, and once they both gave birth, the house would be a mess of babies and tired fathers.

	Calum couldn’t wait.

	He wasn’t an idiot. He realized that most people he’d lived with at the Bishop house didn’t like him. It was his fault because he’d isolated himself and had convinced himself he didn’t need anyone to survive, not even the badgers. But he’d been wrong.

	He was glad Julian and Kaspar had seen through his shell and decided to give him a chance. That was why he was here. He’d offered to help them with the babies when they came, and they’d accepted that offer. They’d given him a chance he’d never thought he’d have, and he’d forever be grateful for that.

	But that wasn’t the only thing he was grateful for. They’d given him an out, and he hadn’t had to return to the bats. He’d been terrified he’d be forced to, but he should have known better. Even without Julian and Kaspar, Thomas wouldn’t have forced him to go anywhere, even though Calum hadn’t told him why he decided to leave his home permanently.

	He headed to the kitchen, filled a glass of water for Julian, then paused. “Kaspar?” he called out.

	“Yes?”

	“Do you need anything, since I’m here?”

	There was a moment of silence, and Calum heard Julian chuckle. Then, Kaspar answered, “A glass of water would be good.”

	Calum would have brought him one even if he hadn’t wanted it. The dads needed to stay hydrated, and Calum was on it.

	He carried the glasses back to the living room and handed them over. He sat back in the armchair, gesturing at Julian to put his feet up on his lap.

	“You don’t have to do this,” Julian said, but he was already lifting his feet.

	Even though he was barefoot, they were swollen, and Calum started rubbing them. He’d have been horrified at the thought of doing something like this for anyone else, but Kaspar and Julian had become his family. He’d never been as close to anyone as he was to them, not even his parents.

	Julian moaned a little, and Calum didn’t miss the way Kaspar peered at him. He swallowed and looked away, feeling like he was intruding on a situation he shouldn’t be. Julian and Kaspar were very much in love, and in any other circumstance, Calum wouldn’t be living with them. If just Kaspar had been pregnant, Julian would be rubbing his feet right now, and it would probably end in sex on the couch. Instead, both of them were so big they could barely get back to their feet once they sat on the couch, so there would be no hanky-panky today, especially not with Calum right there. He had no idea if the two men still had sex, and he wasn’t about to ask. It was almost like thinking about his parents having sex, and that wasn’t something he wanted to scar himself with for the rest of his life.

	A knock on the door made Calum jerk up. Julian sighed and got his feet back on the floor.

	“I was just starting to relax,” he murmured.

	“That will be Cynthia,” Calum said as he rushed to the front door.

	The healer had said she’d come around today. Initially, Julian and Kaspar had gone to her, but now, it was easier for everyone if she came to them.

	Both pregnancies were going well, which was a relief. Calum wasn’t sure what he’d do if something bad happened to either Kaspar or Julian. He felt closer to Julian, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t close to Kaspar. He’d decided he’d be their protector, and he took that job very seriously. That was why he made sure they had water and good food and didn’t tire themselves too much. He was a bit like a mother hen, but neither of them had complained.

	Calum suspected they enjoyed the attention. Neither of them had been loved much when they were younger, especially not Julian. Hell, he’d spent decades hiding in the forest, completely on his own except for his son. He deserved all the love in the world, and while Kaspar was there for that, Calum wasn’t far behind. He loved Julian in a different way, but not any less.

	He flung the door open, and sure enough, Cynthia stood there, waiting. She smiled and pushed past him, her focus already on her patients. “How are they today?” she asked.

	“They’re fine as far as I can tell. Kaspar is a bit annoyed that he has to spend most of his time on the couch, but I’m making sure he rests.”

	Cynthia nodded. She was carrying a bag that contained everything she’d need for the examinations. Her long skirt wrapped around her legs as she moved, and her graying hair was pulled up in a messy bun from which several strands had escaped. She looked kind, and she was kind.

	Calum was always surprised when the badgers treated him as if he were one of them rather than a bat shifter. To them, it didn’t make a difference that he hadn’t been born in the cete. They’d welcomed all carriers, not caring what kind of shifters they were. The bat colony where Calum had grown up wouldn’t have done that. In fact, they hadn’t, and it wasn’t just because their territory was surrounded by shifters from every side.

	“I’m not surprised they’re giving you trouble,” Cynthia said. “This is when it starts getting frustrating for them.”

	Calum nodded. “I can only imagine.” They’d been growing those babies for months now, and Calum had been there for all of it. He’d seen how Kaspar and Julian’s bodies had changed and how they’d had to change their behavior to accommodate that. It sounded and looked incredibly frustrating, and he was glad he’d decided he didn’t want children.

	But that wasn’t something he was willing to think about right now. Thinking about children made him think about the fact that he was a carrier, which he wanted to think about even less. He wasn’t sure Cynthia would understand, anyway. Kaspar and Julian might, but Calum wasn’t about to burden them with his feelings about children and being a carrier. They didn’t hate what they were the way he did. He didn’t fully understand it, especially after what Julian had gone through, but he’d keep these feelings to himself, especially considering that the babies were about to arrive.

	“It’s a good thing you decided to wait to have children,” Cynthia said with a smile. “I can only imagine how this situation would be if you were pregnant, too.”

	Just the thought of getting pregnant made Calum feel queasy. “I don’t even have a boyfriend,” he pointed out.

	“You don’t need a boyfriend to have a child if you decide you want one.”

	“Maybe not, but it’s the easiest way.”

	Cynthia winked. “Then I guess you should start looking for one.”

	There was nothing Calum wanted less. He was fine on his own, thank you very much. He was too busy taking care of Julian and Kaspar, and he couldn’t afford for anyone to distract him from them, especially not a man.

	Calum didn’t need a man who’d expect him to carry his children just because he was a carrier. Kaspar and Julian were lucky they’d found each other and that both of them were carriers, but Calum had known too many men who wouldn’t hesitate to force him to carry their child.

	No, it was better for him to be on his own, and so what if sometimes, it made him feel lonely? He had Julian and Kaspar, and soon, their children. He wouldn’t have the time to feel lonely once they arrived.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Duane took a bite of his sandwich as he scrolled down his phone. He hadn’t expected that finding a job would be easy once he got out of the military, but he also hadn’t expected it to be so hard. It looked like no one was hiring, and those who did were willing to pay him a pittance for his work. He might not be worth much, but he still needed a roof over his head and food in his stomach, dammit.

	“How about security for someone?” his brother, Sheridan, asked as he stole one of Duane’s fries from his plate.

	Duane batted Sheridan’s hand away. “Depends what kind of security,” he said.

	Sheridan grinned. “I see you doing well in a mall. Would they give you a uniform?”

	Duane glared at his brother. “Why don’t you go do security in a mall?”

	“What, you think you’re too good for that?”

	Their father, Alan, sighed heavily. “Boys, no fighting at the dinner table.”

	“Is it the dinner table when we’re having lunch?” Sheridan asked.

	Duane went back to his scrolling. He needed to find a job, and soon. For now, he was living with his father, and while that was fine and his dad hadn’t complained about it, Duane didn’t want to stay here forever.

	“Eat your sandwich,” Alan ordered Sheridan.

	It was good to be home. Duane had spent many years away from his family, which was one of the reasons he’d decided to leave the military behind. He was done with all of that, and he wanted to settle into his new life, but he wasn’t sure how. Hell, he wasn’t even sure what he wanted to do with his life now that he was free to live it.

	There was only one thing he’d been trained to do, and that was fighting. He didn’t want to continue in that line of work, but maybe Sheridan was right when he talked about security. It would be fairly easy to move from fighting to defending, and it was something Duane could see himself doing for a while, possibly the rest of his life.

	There were lots of businesses and companies who would hire an ex-military for their security, but that didn’t feel quite right. Duane wanted to make a real difference, and to do that, he’d have to go to people who couldn’t afford to hire someone to protect them. Of course, that would be a problem because Duane needed to eat and pay rent, which meant he had to get paid.

	Everything had been easier when he’d been in the military.

	He continued looking through job listings as he ate. His brother and father were bickering, but it didn’t bother him. If anything, it made him feel good. He was home, and he was never leaving again.

	His eyes caught on one of the listings. He frowned and clicked on it, unsure what to think as he started reading.

	“The shifters in the Allegheny forest are looking for guards,” he said.

	That stopped the bickering faster than anything else could have.

	“You want to work with shifters?” Sheridan asked. He didn’t sound disgusted like many people would have been, which was a relief.

	Duane shrugged. “No idea.”

	“But you’re reading the posting. That means that it appeals to you in some way.”

	Duane couldn’t deny it. If shifters were looking for guards, it meant they needed them. It was odd that they were looking for human guards, but Duane had heard about things changing in the forest, and he was curious.

	He’d always been curious. He and his family lived close to the forest. His parents had never been afraid of shifters, and when the shifters had been locked away in their forests, they’d decided they wouldn’t move. Even after Duane’s mother died, his father had finished raising him and Sheridan in the house where they’d been brought as newborns. Alan was never leaving, and Duane liked that.

	He’d always liked having a home to return to, and finding work in the forest meant he’d be close enough to visit his father anytime he wanted. He had a lot of questions about the job, but he couldn’t deny he was tempted.

	He’d been surprised at the listing, but he was even more surprised when he continued reading. “They want someone who’s willing to live in the forest with the shifters.”

	Sheridan sucked in a breath. “There are no humans in the forest.”

	“Maybe there are, and we don’t know about them.”

	Alan finished his sandwich and bundled up the wrapping in his hand. “I’ve heard about a human team living there,” he said. “Military people.”

	How had Duane not heard about them? He supposed he wouldn’t have unless he’d asked, and he hadn’t. He’d tried to put as much distance as he could between himself and his old job, but it sounded like he shouldn’t have. Maybe if he hadn’t, he’d know what was happening.

	“So you think this is legit?”

	“Pretty sure it is, but you won’t find out if you don’t apply, will you?”

	Duane looked from his father to his brother. “You think I should?”

	“I don’t see why not,” Alan said.

	“Most people wouldn’t apply,” Sheridan pointed out.

	“But your brother isn’t most people. Besides, we’ve lived here all your lives, and nothing bad ever happened. I don’t think you’d be good for that job, but Duane? As long as he can protect someone, he’ll be happy.”

	Sheridan scowled and crossed his arms over his chest. “You don’t think I could protect those people?”

	“I have no doubt you’d try, but you’d get yourself in trouble, and fast. You’d probably knock up a pretty shifter and start a diplomatic incident or something.”

	Duane laughed. “He’s not wrong.”

	“You two don’t know me as well as you clearly think you do,” Sheridan said.

	Sometimes Duane felt like he didn’t know his brother anymore, but that was why he was here. He wanted to get to know his father and brother again and truly become part of their lives. “You’ve always been a troublemaker.”

	“I’m an adult now. I don’t create trouble.”

	“Don’t you?” Alan drawled. “Why, I remember a few weeks ago, Mrs. Williams told me that I had to keep you away from her daughter.”

	Sheridan’s cheeks flushed. “Eliza is an adult, and she can make her own decisions. Besides, we’re not together.”

	“That’s good to hear. Maybe I won’t have to fight off Mrs. Williams after all.”

	If Duane remembered right, Eliza was in her early twenties, while Sheridan was thirty-five. Maybe that was why Mrs. Williams wasn’t happy about Sheridan nosing around her daughter. Duane didn’t see anything wrong with an age difference, but he wasn’t Mrs. Williams.

	Still, he was glad that things weren’t that serious between Sheridan and Eliza. Sheridan was nice, even though sometimes he behaved like he was still in his twenties rather than his thirties. He didn’t deserve for anyone to look down on him, especially not for something as ridiculous as his age.

	Of course, Duane could be wrong about why Mrs. Williams didn’t like Sheridan.

	“You’ll apply?” Sheridan asked, clearly eager to change the topic of the conversation.

	Duane shrugged. “I can certainly try. I won’t make any decisions before I know what they expect me to do, but it looks like a good job.” And the pay was decent.

	“Even though they’ll expect you to move into the forest?”

	That tidbit was exciting. Duane had always wondered what the forest was like, and if he took this job, he’d be one of the few humans to find out. “It’s not that far from the house and your apartment. I could still visit.”

	“If they let you.”

	Duane frowned. “I don’t see why they shouldn’t. If humans had put out this job offer, I wouldn’t hesitate. Everything looks good on paper.”

	“But maybe it won’t be good in reality. People have been grumbling about shifters possibly being allowed to leave their forests. I bet there are protests more often than we’re aware of in front of their gates.”

	Duane was afraid of that, but he decided to apply anyway. He could refuse the job if he didn’t like the offer they made, but he’d have put himself out there in the meantime. He didn’t want to squander this opportunity, especially since it sounded like humans were harassing the forest shifters.

	Duane had always been a protector. He’d fought for his country for years, and shifters were part of the country, even though some people didn’t view them as such. Duane saw things differently, and he’d fight for them if they needed him to.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Calum stared at the fridge. It was empty, much more than it should be, dammit. How could he have allowed it to get to this point? He needed to feed Kaspar and Julian, and he wasn’t going to be able to do that when the only things in the fridge were a lemon, a carton of milk, and some yogurt.

	He sighed and closed the door. He knew why he’d been putting off going to the grocery store, but he couldn’t do it any longer. It was almost time for lunch, so Julian and Kaspar would get hungry soon. They’d no doubt offer to go out and get something to eat, but they could barely walk by this point. They couldn’t see their feet, and they didn’t have the best balance.

	Calum realized he was being a mother hen again, but he didn’t want to put Julian and Kaspar in danger. It was better for them to stay home, where they were comfortable, and that meant that Calum would have to go to the grocery store on his own.

	He sucked in a breath. He could do it. It wouldn’t be the first time he did, and it no doubt wouldn’t be the last. He’d learned how to drive for this reason, and even though driving still made him nervous, he could do it.

	For Julian and Kaspar.

	Wasting time wouldn’t make this easier, so he went to look for the two of them. They were on the couch like most days, cuddling together as they watched TV. Kaspar had an arm around Julian’s shoulders and was rubbing his thigh with his other hand.

	They both appeared a bit guilty when they noticed Calum, and Kaspar snatched his hand away from Julian’s leg.

	Calum rolled his eyes. “You don’t have to act as if I’m your father. I don’t care what the two of you get up to, especially when I’m not here. As long as you don’t push yourself too much and go into labor because of it.”

	Julian laughed. “We’ll make sure neither of us goes into labor while you’re out. You’re going to the grocery store?”

	Calum nodded. “We need food. Is there anything the two of you want in particular?”

	Calum made a list so he wouldn’t forget anything. He walked around the house before heading out, adding more items to the list until he was satisfied he’d thought of everything.

	Then he left.

	Thomas had been more than happy to help Calum learn how to drive and give him a car. Calum had made sure to tell him it was only for Kaspar and Julian’s benefit, which Thomas hadn’t seemed to like. Sometimes, it was hard to understand how the alpha thought.

	Calum’s old alpha had never been as selfless and welcoming as Thomas. Calum realized his life could have been much worse. He’d lived with the carriers in the Bishop house long enough to know everyone’s history and what they’d gone through. Next to some of them, Calum had been incredibly lucky. He’d never been abused or raped and had never been forced to carry a child he didn’t want. He hadn’t been treated great, but it was nothing compared to the others, and he felt guilty feeling bad for it.

	But Thomas and the rest of the badgers had never treated him any differently than they treated the other carriers, which, to Calum’s surprise, had been as if they weren’t different from every other shifter.

	Most shifters thought carriers were nothing more than baby-making machines and looked at them like objects or something they didn’t want anything to do with. Calum’s old alpha belonged in the first group. Calum wasn’t sure he would have forced him into anything, but he was glad he’d never have to find out.

	No matter how nervous Calum was at the thought of driving, it usually faded once he got on the road, and today wasn’t any different. By the time he reached the grocery store just outside badger territory, he was humming along with the radio and thrumming his fingers on the steering wheel. Parking always made him sweat, but luckily for him, there weren’t many people in the grocery store, and the parking lot was mostly empty. It was easy for him to find a good spot and leave the car there, and once he was out of the car, he grinned at himself.

	He’d been sheltered with the colony, but not anymore. Now that he lived with the badgers and the laws had changed, he was like any other shifter, and he could do whatever he wanted. He didn’t particularly enjoy grocery shopping, but he did enjoy taking care of Kaspar and Julian, and grocery shopping was part of that.

	He grabbed a cart and started his shopping. He went through his entire list, making sure he didn’t forget anything and adding a few things he hadn’t thought about earlier. He was getting more milk when he felt someone stop behind him. He ignored them, thinking they’d go away, but when he could still feel their presence, he turned with a frown on his face.

	His heart froze, and he couldn’t do anything but stare at his old alpha.

	The man smiled. “Calum. I didn’t expect to see you at the grocery store,” Foley said.

	Calum would never think of the man as his alpha again. Thomas was his alpha now, and while Foley hadn’t done anything to hurt Calum, Calum didn’t trust him or his smile. “I have to eat just like everyone else,” he pointed out.

	“True. That looks like a lot of food just for you, though.” Foley looked down at the cart, which was full.

	“It’s not just for me,” Calum said, but he didn’t mention Julian and Kaspar.

	Foley’s eyes narrowed, even though he was still smiling. “Isn’t it? Does that mean you have a family now? I haven’t heard from you since you refused to come home, and sometimes, I worry.”

	Calum’s mouth was dry. He should have known it wouldn’t be as easy as refusing to go back to the colony. “You have nothing to worry about. I’m perfectly fine, and besides, you’re not my alpha anymore.”

	“I might not be your alpha, but you were part of the colony for your entire life. How can I not worry about you?”

	Foley stepped closer. Calum tried moving away, but there was nowhere for him to go. He was stuck between his cart, the aisle behind him, and Foley.

	Foley didn’t come close enough to touch Calum, but he might as well have. The urge to shift was strong, but Calum wouldn’t run away this time. He had to remember that he was part of the cete now. If anything happened to him, Thomas would find him and get him back. He was a better man than Foley could ever be.

	“Have you thought about coming home?” Foley asked.

	“I’m already home.”

	“The badgers aren’t your family, no matter what they told you. What did they offer you to stay with them?”

	“Nothing. I’m staying with the badgers because I want to.”

	“So you were abandoning us just like that? The colony has been your home for your entire life. Don’t you think you owe it to us to come back and be useful?”

	Calum could too easily imagine what use Foley would find for him. It made the panic grow in his chest to the point that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to stop himself from shifting if Foley insisted.

	“Your place has always been with us,” Foley continued. “I’m sure you’ll see that once you come back.”

	“What’s going on here?” a strong voice asked from behind Foley.

	Foley stepped away, and Calum could breathe again. When he saw Kari standing there with his son strapped against his chest, he could have kissed him. Julian’s son had saved him, and Calum suspected he knew that.

	“It’s none of your business,” Foley snapped.

	“It is when you’re harassing one of my friends. Calum? Are you done?”

	Calum grabbed the cart and pushed it past Foley. “I have more stuff to grab.”

	Kari squeezed Calum’s shoulder. “Then we can finish grocery shopping together. It’s not my favorite activity, and I could do with a friend as I finish up.”

	Foley was still standing there, staring at Calum. It sent a shiver down Calum’s spine.

	He had no doubt his old alpha was planning something. The problem was that he didn’t know what.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The feeling of his feet pounding on the asphalt was soothing to Duane. His left calf hurt a bit, but it was nothing he couldn’t run through. As he jogged, he listened to one of his favorite podcasts, wondering how some human beings could be so cruel. True crime wasn’t for everyone, but while Duane didn’t enjoy listening to the more gruesome details, he thought it helped him understand people better. It also made sense that he wanted to protect people, especially shifters, who were even more vulnerable. They were locked in their forests and viewed as monsters, something Duane had never agreed with.

	And now, people were campaigning to keep the shifters there, restrained and vulnerable.

	Duane hadn’t been born yet when humans had found out about shifters and had decided to stick them in the forests. He didn’t understand the reasons behind that decision and didn’t think he would have even if he’d been alive then.

	The problem was that he didn’t know any shifter personally. Most humans didn’t, since shifters were confined to their forests. Maybe they were monsters as some humans said, but Duane didn’t believe it. As far as he knew, shifters were just humans who could turn into animals. The thought was awe-inspiring and incredible, but not scary, at least not to him.

	But he understood why it might be to some people. That didn’t mean shifters were evil. People were always afraid of what they didn’t know, which meant that the best way to get rid of that fear would be for humans to get to know shifters. That wasn’t possible if they couldn’t leave the forests, and Duane had no idea if the depictions of shifters in movies and TV series were correct. How could he know?

	How could anyone know?

	His phone vibrated in the pouch at his waist, and he struggled to get it out. If it was his brother or his father, they wouldn’t care if he answered while running, but he didn’t recognize the number that flashed on the screen, so he slowed down, then started walking.

	“Yes?”

	“Duane Walsh?” a man asked.

	“Yes, it’s me.”

	“My name is Luther Mallory. You applied for a job in the Allegheny forest.”

	Duane sucked in a breath. He hadn’t expected anyone to call him back, especially not so quickly. He’d only applied a few days ago. “I did.”

	“I’m in charge of hiring the guards. Well, my team and I are. I was surprised to see your application.”

	“Why?” Duane used his hand to mop away some of the sweat dripping from his forehead.

	“Because of your experience in the military. I’d expect someone like you to want a different kind of job.”

	“Well, I’d be fine with less hurting people and more helping them, which is why I thought this job looked good. I understand if I
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