
        
            
                
            
        

    
	How is Chris supposed to choose between his family and the man he loves?

	 

	 

	Chris has always known he would become the next alpha. It’s his duty, and there’s no getting out of it.

	Or is there?

	Jacob and Chris fell in love during the time Chris spent hiding in cete territory. They couldn’t find a way to make things work long term because neither of them was ready to compromise.

	Now, they are.

	Chris is starting to realize he can’t live for his father. He has choices to make, and for once, he wants to think only of himself. Jacob never stopped loving him, and together, they can build a life that will make both of them happy.

	When tragedy strikes, it tears Chris and Jacob apart for a second time. Will they make the right choice and find their way back to each other—forever this time? Or will they allow circumstances to make them miserable?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	For some reason, all of Chris’s sisters had decided they had to be home since he and Nico had come back. He didn’t understand why they’d been hanging around, and he wished they would stop. He wanted to get used to being home again the way he had been before, and it wasn’t possible when his three sisters were there.

	They were all married, for fuck’s sake. Didn’t they have better things to do? Instead of being home with their husbands and children, they were hanging around Chris and Nico, staring at them as if they’d never seen them before.

	Chris glared at them from his favorite armchair. They didn’t seem to care, though. They kept on staring, and Chris had to look away.

	He wished he was back at the Bishop house. He wished he’d never left it. He missed Jacob, even though Jacob had rejected him.

	He had to stop thinking about Jacob. Nothing would come out of it, and it was in the past now. Chris would probably never see him again. He didn’t have a reason to. Chris was back home, and now that he’d started working with his father again, there was no way for him to see Jacob. Jacob was no one important. Well, he wasn’t important in the big picture. For the badgers, though, he was the head of their security, so he was important.

	He was to Chris, too.

	“They’re just trying to cheer you up,” Nico murmured.

	Nico was sitting on the couch with his legs crossed as he read a book. Their sisters weren’t bothering him, probably because he was faking being busy—or he was busy. Chris wasn’t sure.

	Chris, on the other hand, wasn’t doing anything. He was staring out the window, thinking about what he’d lost and what he hoped he could get back.

	He knew there was nothing he could do about the situation. He was a bobcat, and he belonged with the clowder. More importantly, he was a future alpha, which was why he should stop thinking about the Bishop house and the time he’d spent there and focus on the future.

	The future he wouldn’t be spending with Jacob.

	He’d fallen in love. He’d thought Jacob loved him back enough to follow him home once he left. He’d always known his time at the Bishop house and in badger territory would be short-lived. He’d had more of it than he’d expected, and he couldn’t regret it. He did regret putting his heart in jeopardy, though. Now, it was broken, and he didn’t know how to fix it.

	Nico sighed and closed his book. “They’re not wrong, you know. You’ve been pouting since we came home.”

	“We’ve only been back a few days,” Chris pointed out.

	“And you haven’t done anything to get back to our old life. You’re still living in the past. You’re still living in the Bishop house.”

	Chris stiffened. His brother had always been able to read him better than anyone else, and he was right. Chris couldn’t stop thinking about the Bishop house, but even more so about Jacob. Who would blame him? He was in love with Jacob, and he’d thought Jacob loved him. Maybe he had, but it wasn’t enough. When Chris had asked Jacob to come with him, Jacob had refused. He couldn’t see himself as an alpha mate, and he’d stayed behind, breaking up with Chris.

	And now Chris was alone, and he was facing the rest of his life that way.

	Okay, so maybe he was a tad dramatic. Still, it felt that way, and he thought he had an excellent reason to mope, at least for a bit.

	The front door opened, making all of them jump. Chris glared at his sisters again, but they still didn’t seem to care. The three of them were sitting on the couch, whispering to each other, peeking at Chris every so often. He was sure they were talking about him, and he didn’t understand when he’d become so interesting. He was very young compared to them. He was nineteen, he and Nico being the babies of the family, while his sisters were thirty-two, twenty-nine, and twenty-four. Why were they were so focused on him?

	“Chris?” their father called out from the entrance.

	Chris jumped to his feet and rushed to him. At least he wouldn’t be on display for his siblings anymore. “Dad. I’m here.”

	His father turned to look at him, smiling. “Good. We have to go talk to the fox alpha.”

	Chris blinked. He knew he was supposed to start working with his father again, but he hadn’t expected it to be this soon. That wasn’t a bad thing, though. At least he’d be able to think about things that weren’t Jacob. “Of course. Are we leaving right away?”

	“We are. Are your sisters still in the house?”

	“They’re in the living room with Nico.”

	Chris’s father rolled his eyes. “Those girls, I swear. Don’t they have anything better to do?”

	That was what Chris had been thinking, but he didn’t mention it. “I can be ready in five minutes,” he said instead.

	His father nodded at him. “Good. I’ll be waiting here.”

	Chris wasn’t sure why his father was in such a rush. He supposed he was going to find out on the way to the skulk, hopefully. It wouldn’t be like his father to make it a surprise, especially after everything Chris had gone through. He didn’t know if his dad knew about Jacob, but he suspected that was the case.

	He wouldn’t be surprised if his father was trying to distract him. It would be just like him. He wouldn’t want Chris to focus on what he couldn’t have, but rather, on what he was supposed to do.

	Chris was the alpha heir. It didn’t matter that he was a carrier, that he was only nineteen, or that he was in love. All of that had to take a step back to his future job.

	Chris washed his face, put his shoes on, and headed back downstairs. His father was still there, but he wasn’t alone anymore. He was talking to Nico, and when they heard Chris, they both snapped their mouths shut and looked up.

	Chris hated it when people talked about him, but he supposed he should get used to it. He forced a smile on his face. “I’m ready.”

	His father gestured at the door. “Let’s go, then.” He squeezed Nico’s shoulder, then headed out.

	Chris walked past his brother, ignoring him. Nico wouldn’t have any of it, though. “Are you sure you should go?” he asked.

	Chris paused only long enough to nod tightly. “Of course I am.”

	“You should get some rest. Think about other things. We both know you’re not in the mood to do anything like this.”

	“What I’m in the mood for doesn’t matter. It’s what I have to do. It’s what I came back for.” Chris stepped outside and closed the door. He took a deep breath. Then he followed his father to the car. He climbed into the passenger seat, put his seatbelt on, and waited.

	“I’m glad to have both of you back,” his father said as he drove out of their territory.

	“It’s good to be back,” Chris said, even though it was a lie.

	“I know you fell in love with a man,” Chris’s father began.

	Chris couldn’t listen to this. He didn’t want to. “I did, but it’s in the past. I’m back home now.”

	“I know that. It doesn’t mean you can’t be in pain. It doesn’t mean you can’t want something else, something different.”

	“I know being here is my duty. You don’t have to worry about me. I can focus on that. Jacob is in the past, and I’ll be fine.”

	“All right.”

	Chris suspected his father wasn’t sure of that, but it was enough to make him stop talking about it, and Chris relaxed.

	If he could, he would never think about Jacob again. He couldn’t, but at least he could make sure people around him didn’t talk about him. It made things harder on Chris, and he didn’t need that right now.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“We can reassign the bears to the sleuth,” Jacob said.

	Eden nodded. “I’ll talk to Morris about it, but he’ll be fine with it. It’s a pity, though. All the guards have gotten used to living here. They like it.”

	“I should talk to Thomas, too. If the bears want to stick around, I doubt it’ll be a problem. Our two groups have become so intertwined that it’s almost like a gigantic cete.”

	Eden grinned. “You mean a gigantic sleuth.”

	Jacob laughed. “Whatever you want. But yes. I’m sure that if they want to stay, it won’t be a problem. We’ll have to clear it with the alphas, but I doubt they’ll say no. Just get the names of the people who want to stay.”

	“I’ll do that. What about the badgers? Where will you reassign them?”

	“Well, I want at least a few of them to stay at the Bishop house, since some of the carriers are still there. They shouldn’t be in danger, but just in case, I don’t want them to be alone.”

	Eden nodded and made a note on her phone.

	Jacob looked at the Bishop house. It felt empty in a way it hadn’t been in a while. When all the carriers had been staying there, it was lively with voices, sounds, and music. Now it felt dead, and Jacob didn’t like it.

	He also didn’t like the fact that Chris wasn’t there anymore. He missed his ex, and he wanted him back. He knew that was impossible, though. Chris had gone back to his life, the life he never should have left. Things were back to the way they should be, and Jacob had to stop thinking about him and what they’d shared.

	“Jacob?” Eden asked. She sounded like she’d called him a few times already.

	He turned his attention back to her. “Yes?”

	“I said, who are you keeping here? Not that it matters, but I’m curious.”

	“Oh. I was thinking about Darrell and Graham, although Robin mentioned sticking around, too. I don’t know. I want to keep a rotation, but it’s not as important as before.”

	Eden nodded, but she was still staring, and Jacob knew what was coming before she even said the words.

	“Are you all right?” she asked.

	“I’m perfectly fine.”

	She rolled her eyes. “You should try harder. I don’t believe you.”

	Jacob would have been offended, but he and Eden had been working together since the first carriers had started arriving in cete territory, and they were more friends than coworkers by now.

	“You can talk about him if you want. I know you have to be sad,” Eden said.

	Talking about Chris was the last thing Jacob wanted to do. “I don’t want to talk about him. What’s done is done, and it’s in the past. We should focus on the future and on our jobs.”

	“I’m not saying you shouldn’t. I’m just saying that even though Chris didn’t die, you still lost him, and you have the right to grieve.” She huffed. “I don’t understand why he left. It was so obvious he was in love with you.”

	“I wasn’t enough. I came to terms with that, and so should you.” It wasn’t her business, but Jacob wasn’t going to tell her that. He didn’t want to lose her friendship or hurt her feelings.

	“I still think you two should have worked harder at finding a compromise. That’s what being together is about, and you didn’t have it in your relationship.”

	“Duly noted. Can we go back to the planning now?”

	“Sure. You were the one daydreaming, though.”

	Jacob shook his head and looked back at his list of guards who had worked at the Bishop house. If some of the bears wanted to stay, he was going to have to find a way to integrate them into cete security. It wouldn’t be a problem. He’d been working right along with them, so he knew they were good at what they did. All of them had their weaknesses and strengths, of course, and Jacob would use them.

	His thoughts drifted back to Chris. Was he safe now that he was back home? Jacob doubted Chris’s father would put him in danger, but Dan might not realize Chris needed to be protected. As far as Jacob knew, not a lot of people knew Chris and his twin brother were carriers, but if someone outside the clowder and the people who already knew found out, it would be a scandal. Dan had been working on teaching Chris to be his heir since Chris was a teenager, and everyone knew he would be the one taking the alpha’s place once Dan stepped down. There had never been a carrier alpha, though, and people would have a lot to say about it. Jacob wouldn’t be surprised if some of them tried something, and he hoped Dan knew that.

	But then, Dan had been living with this knowledge since Chris was born. He’d been working toward it for nineteen years, so he no doubt knew what he was doing. It wasn’t Jacob’s job to protect Chris anymore, and he had to remember that. He had to let go.

	It was hard. He was in love with Chris, and he doubted that would ever change. He also knew Chris was in love with him, which made everything harder. If his love had been unrequited, he could have put it away in the back of his mind and focus on other things. As it was, he knew what he was losing. He and Chris had been together while Chris was still living in the Bishop house, but now they weren’t. Chris was home, and so was Jacob. The fact that their home wasn’t the same place meant they could never be together.

	So did the fact that Jacob couldn’t be what Chris needed.

	He would never be a good alpha mate. He didn’t have it in him. He might be head of security and have people who obeyed his orders, but it wasn’t the same. That was an alpha’s job. An alpha mate’s job was to take care of people, and Jacob didn’t think he could do that. That was why he’d let Chris go, and while he regretted it every second of every day, he also knew he’d done the right thing.

	“You’re daydreaming again,” Eden said.

	Jacob shook himself. He had to stop this, and not because of the teasing. He couldn’t think about Chris anymore because he’d lost him, and he would never get him back. He had to focus on his new life without Chris, even though it was hard.

	He cleared his throat. “Well, let me know when you’ve talked to the bears and you know what they want to do. I don’t think we can plan anything else until we know who wants to go where.”

	Eden nodded, but she was still staring at Jacob. “I will. You’re sure you’re all right?”

	“I’m sure. I have to go, though. Call me when you have the answers we need, and we can meet again to decide who goes where and does what.”

	“All right. But, Jacob?”

	Jacob paused. “Yes?”

	“I know we’re not exactly best friends, but I do believe we are friends, right?”

	“We are.” The guards and the carriers who lived in the Bishop house had started feeling like a huge family.

	A family Jacob had lost.

	“Well, if you need anything, even if it’s only to rant about Chris, I’m here. Just call me.”

	Jacob was touched, but he knew he wouldn’t do it. He couldn’t. He couldn’t talk about Chris to anyone, not even Eden.

	Chris wasn’t in his life anymore, and the less he talked about him, the better it would be, at least for him.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Dan and I will talk in my office,” Jerome, the fox alpha, said. He stared at Chris and Gwen, his daughter.

	When Chris and his father had arrived at the alpha’s house, he and his daughter had been waiting. Chris didn’t understand why she was there, but he hadn’t asked. He didn’t want to make anyone uncomfortable, and he knew how to behave when he was with other alphas. Still, he’d thought his father had wanted him there to include him at the meeting, not to leave him with Jerome’s daughter.

	He looked at his father, but his dad was looking away as if avoiding his gaze. That was strange, and Chris would make sure to ask him about it once they were back in the car. In the meantime, he could wait in the living room with Gwen. They didn’t know each other, but they were about the same age, so they could probably find something to talk about.

	“Of course, Dad,” Gwen said. She looked down—the perfect image of the submissive daughter.

	Chris didn’t like it. His sisters had never behaved like that with their father. He was their alpha, but more importantly, he was their dad, and they’d always talked back to him and told him what they thought about his orders. Gwen didn’t seem to have the same fire in her, and it made Chris wonder how she’d been raised and what kind of father Jerome was.

	She was pretty. Even though Chris was very much gay and in love with Jacob, he could see that. Her long blonde hair was braided, with wisps escaping from it and framing her face. Her cheeks were pink, and her blue eyes glittered. Any other guy would have been all over her.

	Jerome blinked at her. “All right. We’ll go to the office, then,” he said. He exchanged a glance with Chris’s father before they both disappeared down the hallway.

	Chris looked around the living room. He supposed he and Gwen could watch TV or something like that.

	They both heard the office door close in the distance, and Gwen’s demeanor changed. She went from submissive to standing tall and glaring at Chris, and Chris didn’t understand what was happening.

	“I am not marrying you,” she snapped.

	Chris had no idea what she was talking about. “Good. Because I haven’t asked you to marry me.” And he wasn’t going to. He and Jacob had broken up, but it was too soon, and besides, he was only nineteen.

	Gwen crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s why you’re here, though. You want to marry me. You want to unite the fox and the bobcats.”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I swear.” But he didn’t like the sound of it.

	“Why should I believe you?”

	Chris hesitated, but he knew the best way for her to believe him was to tell her about Jacob. “Because I’m in love with someone else. We broke up, and I know there’s no going back, but I still have feelings for him, and I can’t think of marrying anyone else right now. Why do you think I want to marry you?”

	Gwen looked like she wanted to ask more about Jacob, but instead, she dropped her arms. “Because my father asked me to consider it. Your father didn’t?”

	“No.” Hell, he’d been talking about Jacob in the car as they came here. “Can you tell me what happened?”

	“Nothing much.” She huffed and flopped onto the couch. She looked nothing like the submissive woman she’d been only minutes ago. “My father came to me yesterday. He said he wanted to talk, and when I agreed to listen to him, he explained that he wanted me to consider marrying you. He talked about you, told me that you’re nineteen, the future alpha, and that it would be good both for the clowder and the skulk to be united. I don’t want that, though. I don’t know why my brother can’t marry one of your sisters. He’s the alpha heir, not me.”

	“Probably because they’re already married.” Chris sat on the edge of the couch, giving Gwen space. He was angry at his father. He couldn’t believe he was doing this right after asking about Jacob. He’d acknowledged how much Chris loved Jacob, yet he’d turned around and had suggested a wedding. Hell, he hadn’t even talked to Chris about it. He’d left that to Gwen, and Chris would make sure he knew what he thought about this once they were back in the car.

	“So you’re not okay with this?” Gwen asked.

	“I’m not. Even if I wasn’t in love with someone else, I’m only nineteen, and you’re what? The same age?”

	“Eighteen. And yes, that’s way too young to get married.”

	“I understand why our fathers want to unite the clowder and the skulk, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to do it this way.”

	“You’re right. Even if I had agreed to marry you, I don’t want to get married to someone who’s in love with someone else. No offense, but I don’t want to get married just to make sure the skulk is okay. I deserve more.”

	“I agree.”

	Gwen sat up, crossing her legs under herself. “Do you want to talk about the guy? The one you’re in love with?”

	“Not really.”

	“You said you broke up with him,” Gwen said, ignoring what Chris had just said.

	Chris sighed. This was going to be a long meeting, and he knew Gwen would stay with him the entire time. “We did. But I don’t want to talk about it.”

	Gwen shrugged. “Pity, because I don’t have anything else to do. Come on. Tell me his name.”

	Chris could have kissed his father when he heard him and Jerome come down the hallway about an hour later. Gwen had tried to get details about Chris’s relationship with Jacob the entire time, and Chris had had a hard time rebuffing her. He might have talked to her if they’d been friends, but they weren’t. He didn’t know Gwen, even though their fathers thought they should get married. He doubted he would ever see her again, unless their fathers insisted. He was pretty sure his dad wouldn’t, though, not after Chris was done with him.

	Chris got to his feet, nodding when his dad and Jerome walked into the room. They both looked on edge, probably expecting Chris and Gwen to say something about the situation they’d been dumped in.

	Chris only narrowed his eyes at his father. His father sighed heavily, then turned to Jerome. “Well, we’re going to head out. I’ll call you once I know more.”

	“You do that.” Jerome looked from Chris to Gwen. “Everything okay while we were gone?”

	“Of course,” Chris said. Gwen was back at playing submissive, and she was looking away. Chris could see her vibrating with anger, though, and he suspected her father would be yelled at as soon as he and his dad were gone.

	He felt quite smug at the idea.

	He waited until he and his father were back in the car to turn to him. “I can’t believe you did that to me.”

	His dad sighed again. “I’m sorry. I should have explained why we were coming, but I knew you would refuse if I told you about it.”

	“And you know exactly why. I can’t believe you asked me about Jacob only to throw me in Gwen’s arms ten minutes later. You know I’m still in love with him.” The words made Chris choke, but he had to say them. “Look, I realize that me and Jacob can never be together. It’s the reason I came back home. I knew there was no hope. It doesn’t mean you have to push me toward someone else, though. I’m not ready for another relationship, and I’m nowhere near ready to get married. I’m only nineteen, and I’m still trying to learn everything I need to know to take your place when you retire. Don’t force this on to me, too.”

	“Is that what I did? Force the alpha position onto you?”

	Chris couldn’t answer that. He pressed his lips together and shook his head. “That’s not what I’m talking about right now. Promise me you won’t try to arrange another marriage for me. Even if you want me to marry someone for the good of the clowder, I want a say in it. I don’t want it to be a secret or a surprise.”

	His father peered at him before turning his attention back to the road. “Fine. I promise I won’t do it again.”

	Chris leaned back in his seat and looked out the window. It was a victory, albeit a tiny one. He’d sorely needed it, and he was relieved he wouldn’t have to see Gwen again, not like this anyway.

	It didn’t solve any of his other problems, but it was a start, or at least, he hoped so.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“See you tomorrow,” Thomas said as he closed his front door.

	Jacob smiled at him, then turned around to head to his truck. His day was over, and he was headed home to have dinner and relax.

	Except he didn’t want to go home.

	His house didn’t feel like home anymore. He’d spent so much time at the Bishop house with everyone else that it felt more like home than his own house. He didn’t understand why, yet he did. The Bishop house was the place in which he’d fallen in love with Chris. It was the place in which they’d been together. It was also the place in which Jacob had friends. All the carriers except a few had been friendly, and even though they weren’t best friends, they were still part of Jacob’s family now. A lot of them had left, but five were still there, and Jacob decided to head over to them rather than go home to an empty house. He could have dinner with them, talk, and make sure they were okay. It had to be a big change for them to be almost alone in a big house after sharing it with so many people. It was emptier than it had been, but still fuller than Jacob’s place was.

	He drove to the Bishop house, smiling when he saw the lights on inside the house. The five carriers who remained weren’t alone. A few guards were still there, too, and they always ate with the carriers. They were like a big family, and just being here made Jacob feel better.

	He couldn’t have Chris back, but this, he could have.

	He turned the engine off and rushed out of the truck, climbing the porch steps two by two. He knocked on the door, and he heard the conversation in the kitchen stop before someone moved to open the door.

	He beamed when Hector opened. Hector blinked, clearly surprised to see him, but he stepped aside to let him in. “We didn’t expect you.”

	“Do you want me to leave?” Jacob asked because he would never force his company on anyone.

	Hector laughed and shook his head. “Of course not. You’re part of the family. Come in. You’re just in time for dinner, but then, I suspect that’s why you’re here.”

	“You’re right. I didn’t want to cook tonight.”

	“I see.”

	Jacob suspected Hector knew why he was here and that it wasn’t because he didn’t want to cook, but thankfully, he didn’t say anything about it. Instead, he led the way to the kitchen, where the other four carriers and the two guards were sitting and cooking. Jacob nodded at Gail and Darrel, the guards, and sat at the counter with Burnell and Lennox. Redley, Hector, and Turner were cooking.

	Jacob relaxed. It was familiar. It was family.

	“We didn’t expect you,” Redley said. He was using a wooden spoon to mix something in a pot.

	“I just finished work, and I was too tired to cook,” Jacob said, using the same excuse he’d used before.

	“Well, you’re always welcome here. All of you are. We’re grateful you’re allowing us to stay in this house, and we want to make life easier for you, if it’s at all possible.”

	“You don’t have to do that. You know you’re welcome to stay for as long as you want, regardless of what you do.”

	Redley grinned. “Careful. I might decide to stay for the rest of my life.”

	“That wouldn’t be a problem. You can stay if you want. Thomas was clear.” But Jacob wondered why Redley hadn’t gone home. He was a fox shifter. The clowder was safe for carriers now, and Nico and Chris had left. Redley was still here, though. “I’m surprised you stayed,” Jacob said. It might not be the right moment to ask, but everyone here had learned to be honest with each other. It was the only way they’d managed to make it work with so many people living together.

	Redley sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t hate the clowder or anything like that. I just never felt like it was home, you know? Everyone there knew I was a carrier, and they treated me differently for it.”

	“Do they treat Jacob and Chris differently, too?” Lennox asked.

	“Not really. But then, they’re the alpha’s sons. Chris is going to be the next alpha. I’m no one. I’m just a carrier, and it showed. I’d rather not go back to that if I have a choice.”

	“Well, you do. You can stay here,” Jacob told him.

	Redley smiled. “And I’m grateful for that. Truly. The clowder has never felt like home, but this place does. I’m grateful for everything the cete did for me.”

	“Don’t even mention it.” The cete had done what they had to do, what anyone else would have done in their place. They’d had a safe place for the carriers, and they’d made sure none of them got hurt. They’d helped those who had been imprisoned, and now, they were free.

	“Have you heard about Chris?” Hector asked.

	Jacob could have sworn everyone in the room winced at his words. “I haven’t. He hasn’t called me, and I’m not going to call him,” Jacob told him.

	Hector bit his lower lip. “Look, I know everyone is walking on eggshells around you when it comes to this, but I have to say it. I think it’s a pity the two of you broke up.”

	“I agree. It is.”

	“But it’s not going to make a difference, is it?”

	Jacob sighed. He didn’t want to talk about Chris, but he understood why the others were asking. His and Chris’s fights had been loud, so everyone knew why Chris had left without Jacob and why things couldn’t work between them. Jacob wasn’t surprised they were asking, though. They had hope, just like Jacob had in the beginning. “He needs an alpha mate. That’s not me. It can never be me.”

	“Pity. You would have been a good alpha mate.”

	Jacob snorted. “I doubt that. I’m way too selfish to be an alpha mate.” Which was why he’d been with Chris even though he’d known things wouldn’t work. He’d hoped Chris would leave his clowder and the alpha position, but of course, he’d been wrong.

	“Well, even though you don’t have him, you have us,” Turner said. “It’s not the same thing, but we’re still family, aren’t we?”

	Jacob forced himself to smile at him and nodded. “We are.”

	Turner was a skunk shifter. Even though things were getting better for most of the shifters in the forest, some groups resisted change, and the skunks were one of those. Turner still didn’t feel comfortable enough to go home. That was fine with Jacob, and with everyone else. The Bishop house was these men’s home now, and that would never change.

	It was also Jacob’s, but he knew that would have to change. He had a house. Eventually, he would have to stop coming to the Bishop house so often. The five men who lived here deserved to learn to live on their own, and that wouldn’t happen if Jacob was always around. In the meantime, though, Jacob was going to do his best to make them see they were welcome in the cete for however long they wanted to stay. No one expected them to leave or to do anything. They could be themselves in a way they couldn’t have been if they’d went back home. Hell, for a few of them, it would be too dangerous to go back.

	But they didn’t have to. They had a home and a family, something they’d never had before, and the same went for Jacob. It complicated things, but Jacob wouldn’t change it for anything in the world.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Things between Chris and his father were still tense, and he wished he could just stay in his room and pout. Instead, he had to work with his dad, which was why he was in his office.

	He already knew everything his father was telling him. He’d been training with him and learning since he was fifteen, and even though he’d had to leave the clowder and spend time at the Bishop house, it wasn’t like he’d forgotten anything. His father acted like he had, though, and it took a lot of patience not to snap at him, especially considering what he’d done with Gwen and the foxes.

	“You’re not listening,” his father said.

	Chris sighed. “I’m sorry. I have a headache.” It was a lie, but Chris was bored.

	His father frowned. “Why don’t you go to the kitchen and get something to drink?”

	“I will. Do you want anything?”

	Chris’s father looked surprised at his offer, but even though Chris was still angry at him, he didn’t hate him. “A glass of water, please.”

	“I’ll be right back.”

	Chris was relieved to escape the office. He loved his father, and he understood why he’d wanted Chris and Gwen to see if they could work something out, but he was pissed. He was angry at his dad for assuming that he wanted to marry someone he didn’t even know. He was angry at him for asking about Jacob and then dismissing it even though he knew Chris was still in love with him. He was angry at the world for not allowing him and Jacob to be together. He was angry at Jacob for not choosing him instead of his own comforts and his wants.

	He sighed. Yes, he was angry at Jacob, but he understood why Jacob had made his decision. If Chris had a choice, he would have stayed with Jacob. Even though he was the alpha heir, he’d never wanted to be alpha. It was his duty, though, and he would do it.

	“Chris. How’s everything going?” Chris’s mom asked when he walked into the kitchen.

	He cringed, knowing what she was referring to. “We’ll patch things up,” he said.

	She smiled. “Good. I told him it was a bad idea to spring that on you, but of course, he didn’t listen. He never does. You boys took that from him.”

	“He shouldn’t have sprung it on me, but we’re fine. I promise.”

	“Good. I just got you back. I don’t want to lose you again.”

	“You won’t.” Because there was nothing left at the Bishop house for Chris, it wouldn’t make sense for him to go back.

	“How are you feeling? I know things haven’t been easy for you.”

	Chris didn’t want to talk about this, either. He didn’t want to talk at all, but of course, no one realized that. “I’m fine.”

	“Are you sure? I know what heartbreak feels like. I went through it before I met your father. It’s never easy, but it has to be especially hard in your situation.”

	“I’m okay, Mom. I promise. I don’t want to talk about it because I don’t want to think about Jacob. That’s all.”

	His mom looked skeptical, and Chris knew she didn’t believe him. He wasn’t surprised. Chris spent a lot of time with his father since he was training, but his mother had always been able to read him much better than his dad.

	“I know I’m your mother and that it’s probably awkward, but you can talk to me if you need to,” she said.

	“Thank you.” He wouldn’t take that offer, though.

	There was nothing either of them could do. The only thing Chris could do was forget everything about Jacob and act as if he’d never been in his life. It would be hard, but moping around wouldn’t help. Jacob had made his choice, and so had Chris.

	They both heard the office door open, and Chris turned around. When his father stepped into the kitchen, he frowned. “I wasn’t taking that long to get you a glass of water.”

	His dad shook his head. “I know. But we have a meeting.”

	“You didn’t tell me about it.”

	“I know. I wasn’t sure it was a good idea to have you come with me.”

	“Why not?” Chris always went to meetings with his father. He didn’t have a say in what was happening, but it was his duty.

	His dad hesitated, and Chris knew what he was going to say before he said it. “It’s with Thomas, the badger alpha.”

	“I see. I’ll be ready as soon as you are.”

	“You don’t have to come if you’re not comfortable with it. I’ll understand.”

	“I’m fine. I promise. I can go to this meeting.”

	“Are you sure? Because it won’t be a problem if you miss one of them.”

	“I’m sure. And please, stop treating me like a child. Talk to me, especially if you have doubts. You don’t need to walk on eggshells around me. Yes, I was in love, and yes, I lost that love. I’m fine, though.”

	Neither of Chris’s parents looked convinced, so he left them in the kitchen to get ready. He didn’t have much to do, so he just washed his hands and face, then stared at himself in the mirror.

	He wished he could stay home and that he didn’t have to do any of this. He wished Nico had been born first.

	But Chris was the oldest son. His older sisters couldn’t be alpha. That meant the role was on his shoulders, and he had to learn to deal with it. He’d dealt with it for years, ever since he was a teenager. Nothing had changed.

	Except for Chris.

	He knew what love was like now. He knew what he was missing in his life. He knew what he would never have with Jacob.

	And he really had to stop thinking about that kind of thing. The situation was what it was. Neither he nor Jacob had been ready to compromise, which meant they had to deal with this.

	When he left the bathroom, his father was waiting for him in the entrance. He looked hesitant. “Are you sure you want to come? Even though Jacob isn’t supposed to be there, there’s a chance you’ll see him.”

	“I’m sure. Stop worrying about it, Dad. I knew what I was doing when I made this decision.”

	“But you weren’t the one who had to make the decision, were you? You always had to come home. Jacob could have come with you, but he decided not to. I know you’re angry because of that.”

	“You’re right. I am. He chose his life as he knew it instead of me. I’m angry, but I also do understand. He would have lost everything if he’d agreed to come back home with me. I shouldn’t have asked that of him.”

	“Yet you did.”

	“Because I love him. Because I wanted him with me.”

	“And you don’t anymore?”

	“I do. But I know that it’s useless to
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