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FRANKLIN HAS ONE MISSION—FINDING his siblings. He knows the Glass Research Company has them, but he doesn’t know which facility they’re in. Working for the company hasn’t helped him so far, but maybe working with the mutants will.

Reed escaped the facility where he was held captive six months ago. He carries the guilt of having worked there as a lab technician before an accident turned him into a mutant, and he’s been trying to atone for that. When he finds out that Garrett, a man he grew close to while in the facility, is about to be auctioned off, he reaches out to the mutants for help.

When Franklin realizes that the man who’d just admitted to working at the facility where his brother is kept is his mate, he can’t accept it. He doesn’t have the option of not working with Reed, though, not if he wants to save Garrett.

The bond between mates is strong, even when they shouldn’t want each other, but Franklin’s priority has to be his siblings. That doesn’t mean there’s no place for Reed in his life, but can he get over Reed’s past?
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“Your form’s off.”

Franklin looked up from where he was trying a disarming technique to find one of the younger mutants staring at him with open skepticism. The kid couldn’t be more than nineteen, but he had the eyes of someone who’d seen too much.

He probably had to be a mutant at his age. Franklin had spent enough time working in labs to know what this guy had gone through. That was why he tried not to be offended by the kid’s tone. He was angry and scornful, which made sense. He’d been through too much for his age already.

“It works,” Franklin said evenly, even though his stomach twisted. The kid was right. Franklin’s technique was more street fighting than proper training. He’d learned it to survive. He’d had to when he decided to find his siblings. There hadn’t been a choice or time for him to get training. He’d known that the longer they stayed in the labs, the worse off they would be.

His stomach churned. Both of them were still in some lab, away from Franklin, going through God knew what. There was nothing Franklin could do for them, not from where he was, although the chances of him finding them had definitely gone up since he’d decided to work with the tribe.

He just wasn’t sure the tribe wanted to work with him.

“If you say so.” The kid turned away, but Franklin caught the word he muttered as he walked away. “Guard.”

Franklin had been a guard. He couldn’t deny it, and he didn’t want to. Anyone who knew him was aware of the fact that his siblings were trapped in a cage right now, and that the only reason Franklin had worked for the Glass Research Company was to find them. He still hadn’t, but the people who spoke to him with scorn didn’t seem to care about that. Hell, Franklin wasn’t sure this kid even knew about them. It wasn’t like he went around pouring his heart out about his lost siblings and how sad he was over their loss.

He gritted his teeth. He didn’t owe this kid or anyone else an explanation. The only people he owed anything to were his siblings, Rikar, and Moore, since they were the leaders of the tribe and the mutants. They knew why Franklin had done what he’d done, and they’d still welcomed him into the tribe. That was good enough for Franklin.

Or at least, it was good enough for him most days. Sometimes, though, knowing that most people around him hated him made him feel hollow. He hadn’t expected to find a home here, or even friends, and he was used to being alone, but he kind of wished people wouldn’t keep staring at him like they wanted to kill him, even if they did. He understood where they were coming from, and he didn’t blame them. He was pretty sure he’d feel the same way about any guard he might meet. The guards might not be the ones hurting the people who ended up in those cages—or at least, they shouldn’t be—but they didn’t do anything to help, either. They stood by as the scientists hurt people, they dragged shifters and humans in and out of cages, and they were paid to do it—and pretty well, too.

Franklin’s skin prickled every time he thought about the money in his bank account. He wanted to set all of it on fire, down to every single cent, but he couldn’t. He needed that money to find his siblings, and he’d probably need even more once he did find them. He knew enough about the labs to be sure that Garrett and Leah would need a lot of help once he found them. Franklin probably wouldn’t be able to work for a bit, and while technically, he belonged with the tribe now, he wasn’t sure they’d be on his side. As long as Franklin could convince them to help his siblings, he didn’t care what they thought of him, though.

Well, mostly. He did wish he had someone to talk to who wouldn’t talk back in a tone that made it clear they wouldn’t spit on him if he was on fire. But either people were afraid of him, or they despised him for what he’d done, and he couldn’t blame them. A lot of the time, he despised himself for it. He’d had to stand by and watch people being hurt, and he hadn’t been able to do anything to help them because he would’ve blown his cover if he had. He’d chosen his siblings over countless hurting people, and the memories still made it hard for him to sleep at night.

Still, he wouldn’t do anything differently, even if he had to redo all of this. His main focus was his siblings, and while he felt sorry for everyone else involved, they weren’t his priority. They couldn’t be.

“Well, that was rude,” a voice said to him.

Franklin turned to look at Davey, who was frowning at the kid from earlier. The kid was now talking to a group of three other kids who seemed barely older than he was. The thought of what had happened to all of them made Franklin’s stomach churn. Since they were here, it meant they’d been experimented on. It meant they’d been turned into mutants.

That didn’t happen to everyone who spent time in those labs, but the scientists had made a lot of progress over the past few decades. Before, they’d just managed to turn humans into shifters. Now, they were turning them and shifters into super shifters, giving them incredible abilities that made Franklin’s mind spin. Davey, for example, could manipulate water. Franklin had seen him do it, and it was really fucking impressive. It was like watching a real-life superhero, but Franklin was pretty sure that Davey didn’t feel like a superhero.

He shrugged, hoping he looked like he didn’t care much. “Maybe so, but he wasn’t wrong. My form does suck.”

“It doesn’t have to be good. As long as it’s enough for you to defend yourself, I’d say it’s a good way to fight. That kid should know it. You don’t always have time or opportunity to keep your form perfect. If he tries to do that, he’s going to end up beaten, or worse.”

Davey wasn’t wrong, but Franklin wasn’t about to explain that to the kid. He might have agreed to help train the youngest recruits, but that was mostly because he felt he owed it to the tribe and to Moore. He had no idea what he was doing, and most of these people didn’t respect him.

He was glad when he was finally able to leave. He could feel people watching him, and it made his skin prickle with unease. He wanted to go straight home to the tiny cottage he’d been offered, but he knew his fridge was empty, and if he wanted to eat, he needed to find food. That unfortunately meant going to the grocery store.

The village grocery store was quiet at three in the afternoon. Franklin preferred it that way because it meant he had fewer people to avoid eye contact with, and fewer forced conversations where he’d see that flicker of distrust in their expression. It wasn’t only the mutants who disliked him. It was also a lot of people in the tribe. From what he’d been told, while most of the people the tribe had rescued from the labs over the decades had gone back home to their families, some had chosen to stay with the tribe and become tribe members. There was no way for Franklin to know which one of the people around him had spent time in the labs and which hadn’t, and since he didn’t want to hurt anyone, that meant he had to keep his distance from most people. He was okay with that, and he was pretty sure that the people around him were, too.

Never mind that he’d only taken the job at the labs to find Garrett and Leah and that he’d hated every second. The uniform he’d worn was enough to point him out as an enemy, and he would have to learn to deal with it. He probably would never be happy at the village, but he didn’t need to be. The village would be the best place for his siblings to recuperate once he found them, which meant that he wasn’t going anywhere. He could deal with the isolation, but the people around him would have to learn to live with him.

He wasn’t sure they could.

Franklin grabbed a basket and headed for the produce section, his mind already planning dinner for one. He almost slammed into someone coming up the aisle, and he quickly stepped back, not wanting to antagonize them. To his surprise, the man smiled at him. “Hey, Franklin.”

It took Franklin a second to remember the man’s name. “Matthew.”

Matthew grinned at him as if they were friends. It was confusing. “We haven’t had time to talk since you moved into the village. How about we grab a drink later?”

Franklin blinked. If he hadn’t known that Matthew had a mate, he would’ve thought the man was coming on to him. “Why?”

Matthew blinked. “Why do I want to grab a drink with you? Because I’d like to talk to you and get to know you.”

That confused Franklin even more, although maybe it shouldn’t have. Matthew knew why Franklin had done what he’d done and had clearly taken it to heart. He was offering Franklin an olive branch.

Franklin decided to take it.

* * * *
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REED TOOK NOTE OF THE make and model of the car that drove through the facility gates. He’d already written down the plate number, and he’d check all of it later, but he was too busy to focus on the people coming and going from the facility right now.

They were never good people. Good people had no place in these labs. The only good people there were the ones in the cages, and they weren’t coming out of there anytime soon.

That was why Reed was there. He didn’t know how to free these people, but he knew that he needed more information. He wanted to know everything that happened in this lab because having information meant it would be easier for him to free the people. Unfortunately for him, he was only one man, and he couldn’t work miracles, even with his ability.

He wished he could. He might have become a mutant, but most of the time, his ability felt useless. The only way it had been used was to hurt people, something that made Reed’s stomach churn when he thought about it. He hadn’t wanted to hurt anyone. He hadn’t had a choice.

He shook himself when the sound of the gate closing pulled him out of his thoughts. Thinking about the past and what he’d done was useless. He was already doing everything he could to atone for it, and he needed to focus on that, not on the past.

Never on the past.

He put down his laptop on the passenger seat of his car for a second, just in time to stretch. His neck cracked when he tilted it sideways, but he ignored it and the slight flash of pain. It was pain he deserved.

When he picked up his laptop again, he moved back to what he’d been doing before the car arriving at the gate had interrupted him. The email was still on his screen, and he frowned as he read it.

He knew about Garrett. He hadn’t been the one to change Garrett, but he’d been working in the same lab. He’d seen the results of what had been done to the poor man. He knew why Garrett was so important to the Glass Research Company. That meant he knew that he needed to get Garrett out of there as soon as possible, before the company ended up killing him. It wouldn’t be the first time something like that happened, and it probably wouldn’t be the last, either. Reed didn’t want to be responsible for that ever again, which was why he was planning on doing something. 

Unfortunately, it looked like he wouldn’t have much time to plan. From the email opened on his laptop, it was clear that Garrett wouldn’t be staying in the lab for much longer. There was no way to know where he’d end up, but wherever it was, Garrett would be out of reach there.

Reed reread the email, his eyes catching on certain crucial sentences. Demonstration scheduled. High-value prospect. Potential buyers confirmed. Possible auction. Each word made his stomach twist tighter. He’d seen demonstrations before and had been forced to participate in some of them, using his ability to show off to rich, powerful people who saw human lives as commodities. The memory of those events still haunted him. He could still see the way the eyes of the people he was forced to hurt would go blank with fear and the way they’d be pushed past their limits, their bodies breaking down from overexertion, all to impress a room full of monsters in expensive suits.

He couldn’t let that happen to Garrett. Not again, and not to anyone else.

Reed rubbed his eyes. He hadn’t slept properly since he’d escaped months ago. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the faces of people he’d hurt. 

He’d been forced to use his metabolic manipulation on them, speeding up their mutation processes, watching in horror as their bodies aged rapidly or their systems went into shock. He’d tried to be gentle and to minimize the damage, but there was only so much he could do when the scientists were standing over his shoulder, threatening to make things worse if he didn’t comply. 

It wasn’t only the nightmares that kept him awake, though. The fear that the company would find him and take him back in was always present and impossible to ignore.

His hands trembled slightly as he typed, and he had to stop and take a breath. The gray stripe in his hair caught his attention in the rearview mirror, but he tried to ignore it. It was a constant reminder of what overusing his ability had cost him. He looked older than his twenty-eight years. He felt older, too.

But he couldn’t stop when there were people like Garrett still trapped in there.

Garrett was going to be used for a demonstration. That meant that important and rich people would be coming to the lab. Reed wasn’t sure whether it would be better to get Garrett out of there before that happened or during the event. Having so many outsiders in the lab would make it easier for Reed to sneak in, but at the same time, there would be extra security. It wasn’t only rich criminals who’d be there, but also members of the government and military officials. Publicly, they might disagree with what this division of the Glass Research Company was doing, but they really liked to use the results of those experiments.

Not for the first time, Reed wondered if he should contact Morin Glass. From everything he’d found out about the man, he’d been doing his best to change the company he’d inherited from his father. The fact that there were some rogue people in it still using the company to hurt people wasn’t his fault, and maybe someone should warn him. Reed wasn’t sure he’d do anything to stop it, but he had to believe that not everyone was evil.

Still, contacting the owner of the company was risky. Reed might be wrong when he thought that Morin wasn’t involved with these labs. What would happen if he was? Reed didn’t want to consider that thought, which was why he knew he wouldn’t reach out. He still needed help, unfortunately. 

He was sure of one thing. By the end of this demonstration, Garrett would be sold off. That meant that Reed needed to get him out of the lab before that happened. Unfortunately for him, he was only one man, and he had no idea how to do that on his own.

But maybe he didn’t have to do it on his own.

He clicked out of the page he was on and opened another one. This was a list of things he’d learned about the mutants who’d escaped the labs and had apparently banded together to take them down. They had a leader, Moore, who Reed had never met but had heard of. He didn’t know nearly as much as he wished he did about these mutants, but he did know that along with a tribe of Nix, they’d been working to rescue people from the labs and get them back to their lives and families. 

That was what Reed wanted to do, too.

He already knew they wouldn’t trust him. They would no doubt look into him, and once they found out that he’d worked for these labs, they would probably kick his ass. He wouldn’t mind taking a beating if it meant they’d listen to him about Garrett. He just needed to find a way to contact Moore or one of the people he worked with.

He was sure he could find an email somewhere, maybe a phone number if he was lucky, although it had been a long time since he’d been lucky.

* * * *
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FRANKLIN WAS STILL confused about Matthew’s offer by the time he got home with his groceries. As he started to put them away, his thoughts went over the short conversation they’d had. After Franklin had agreed to meet Matthew for a drink, Matthew had almost been bouncing on his feet. He’d seemed genuinely happy about Franklin’s answer. Franklin couldn’t remember the last time anyone had been so eager to spend time with him beyond his siblings, and even that had changed once they’d gotten older. When they’d been teenagers, they’d wanted nothing to do with him, but to be fair, he’d wanted nothing to do with them, either.

He sighed and leaned against the counter. He missed them fiercely. Most days, he felt like he was walking around with a hole in his chest. They weren’t supposed to be separated. They were supposed to be close, see each other every week or so at their mom’s, build their lives, and spend the holidays together.

They had none of that. Their mother was gone, and Garrett and Leah were who knew where. The only one who was free was Franklin, but was he actually free? Because he didn’t feel like it.

He felt like he’d been trapped since the twins had been taken and their mother killed. He didn’t know how to get out of that trap. He was pretty sure that the only way would be to get his siblings back, and he’d been doing everything he could to do that, but he didn’t even know where they were.

He would find them, though. He wouldn’t have it any other way.

He pushed away from the counter and got to work putting his groceries in the fridge and cupboards. He liked the small cottage he’d been given. He didn’t have to pay rent, but Rikar had warned him that it would need a little work, and he hadn’t been lying. The structure was solid, but it was clear that no one had lived here in a while. Franklin had done a lot of cleaning in the few weeks since he’d moved in, and while it would be nice to do some renovations, he was happy with the state of the place now. He wanted this place to be a home for Garrett and Leah, and that meant he needed to make it one.

He wanted to eat something, so he started getting everything together to cook, but his phone rang, interrupting
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