
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Being different doesn’t make someone an enemy.

	 

	 

	Alvin never found a place where he belonged, so he did what no one else would—he snuck into the Allegheny forest. He hoped to find a home there, but things are more complicated than he expected, so he’s been roaming the forest, alone and starving, not knowing how to get himself out of this mess.

	Then a coyote shifter bites him after he hears something he shouldn’t have.

	Roman is the new healer for the skunks, but he feels he has no idea what he’s doing. At twenty-four, he was never supposed to have this role, and he’s still grieving the death of his mentor.

	When Roman hears whimpers coming from the forest one evening, he expects to find a wounded animal, not a half-starved human who shouldn’t be there.

	Roman can’t keep Alvin’s presence in his home a secret, but telling the council means they might kick Alvin out of the forest. Alvin might have been able to deal with that, but when he falls for Roman, he knows that whatever happens, his place is in the forest.

	But some people disagree, including the surfeit’s previous alpha, who is plotting his next steps from his cell in the council jail.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	It had been a long time since Roman had been excited to visit one of his patients. Since Janice had disappeared, he was always afraid he’d do something wrong and end up killing them instead of helping them. Having someone’s life in his hands was terrifying. It always had been, but before, he’d had someone with experience working next to him, helping him and taking things in hand if he failed.

	He couldn’t afford to fail anymore.

	At only twenty-four years old, he’d become the official skunk healer. No one else could do the job, and he couldn’t abandon his people, no matter how shaky he felt. He’d always hoped he would become the skunk healer eventually, but he’d thought he’d have at least ten more years of training with Janice. She’d been in her sixties, so there should have been plenty of time for Roman to learn from her.

	But Janice had been killed, and Roman had been left alone to figure things out. It was a miracle he hadn’t messed up dozens of times since he’d taken on the role, but that didn’t mean his luck would hold forever.

	Luckily, he wasn’t completely alone anymore. He didn’t have a mentor like Janice had been, but Arlene, the badger healer, had agreed to help him. They worked together almost every day, and that helped Roman feel better about his ability to help his people.

	“Who’s on our list today?” Arlene asked from the passenger seat of Roman’s car.

	Roman didn’t like to drive, but since Arlene lived in badger territory, he had to pick her up every day. The badgers lived almost on the other side of the forest, so it was a bit of a trip, but Roman was happy to drive back and forth. If it meant someone was training him and that he’d be a better healer, he was ready to deal with much more.

	“I got a phone call from Carla last night,” he said, keeping his focus on the road. “Her youngest has a fever, so I promised I’d come around today. There’s also Mrs. Wilson. She was feeling under the weather a few days ago. I told her to call me back if that didn’t change, and while she hasn’t, I’d feel better if I checked on her.”

	“Anyone else?”

	“It’s time to check up on Dean. I want to keep an eye on him since he’s not a shifter. We don’t know how his body will react to the pregnancy, so it’s best to see him often.”

	“Good. I like to see you thinking ahead.”

	In this case, Roman didn’t have a choice. Dean was his alpha’s mate and almost as important as Jasper. He might be human and related to the foxes, but no one cared. Now that people were starting to realize that Jasper was nothing like his father, they wanted him to succeed. Everyone in the surfeit would benefit if he was a good alpha.

	It had been a long time since the surfeit had thrived. They’d lived in fear for years, to the point that Roman could barely remember a time when he hadn’t been afraid. He was twenty-four, and most of his years hadn’t been easy. Jasper’s father had never been a good alpha, which was why he was in jail. His beta, Harvey, was on the run, and the skunks were trying to rebuild. It wasn’t easy because a lot of them couldn’t remember what life had been like before Silas became alpha, but they were working on it. Jasper might not know what he was doing as an alpha, but whatever he came up with couldn’t be worse than what his father had done.

	Roman understood how Jasper must be feeling now that he’d been forced to take his father’s place. Being the alpha was a heavy weight, just like being the surfeit’s healer, especially without training. Luckily, Jasper had Dean, and while Dean was human, he’d readily agreed to help Jasper guide the skunks. He had no idea what he was doing, either, but he was trying, and right now, that was what the skunks needed.

	Dean was also very much pregnant, something he hadn’t realized could happen. Dean had fox shifters in his family line, but he’d never been able to shift. Being human made his pregnancy more complicated, which was why Roman wanted to keep an eye on him. Luckily, Arlene agreed.

	They first stopped at Carla’s house. Thankfully, her daughter’s fever had already broken. The little girl was still under the weather but was getting better, so Roman wasn’t worried. He still made sure to glance at Arlene as he explained it to Carla, and since the badger healer didn’t say anything, he knew she felt the same way.

	She’d never allow him to hurt someone from his ignorance. He was doing his best but still had much to learn.

	Mrs. Wilson was fine, too. Like Carla’s daughter, she was more fragile because of her age. Shifters tended not to get sick easily, but it did happen when they were young or old. It was possible that Mrs. Wilson had the same illness that Carla’s daughter had. Now that the old alpha was gone, the skunks were freer to mingle and become the surfeit they should have been since the beginning.

	After Silas had become the alpha, things had changed. People were afraid of their alpha and of each other. They couldn’t afford to be close to anyone in case they lost them or, worse, were betrayed by them. It would take time for the surfeit to heal, but with Jasper and Dean at their lead, they would.

	The next person on the list was Dean, and Roman was a bit nervous. He’d never dealt with a carrier pregnancy before. Arlene had more experience, but never with a human. The badgers had been a safe haven for carriers when things in the forest had been complicated, and Arlene had taken care of all of them.

	Roman made a mental list of things to check as he drove them toward Dean’s house and parked in front of it. Arlene got out of the car and walked toward the house while Roman grabbed his bag. It took Dean a moment to open the door. When he did, Roman’s gaze went straight to his stomach.

	The pregnancy hadn’t been obvious before, and it still wasn’t, but Roman could see it. Dean had arrived in the forest with a human team sent to keep the forest under control and keep an eye on the alphas, so he’d been highly trained. With a stomach as flat as his, the first hints of pregnancy were already showing.

	Dean caught Roman’s gaze and rolled his eyes. “Jasper does the same thing.”

	Roman blinked. “What do you mean?”

	“He keeps looking at me as if he expects my stomach to blow up or something.”

	Arlene snickered. “I think he keeps looking at you with hearts in his eyes. You’re starting to show, Fox.”

	Dean pressed a hand over his stomach. “I am, aren’t I?”

	Roman and Arlene followed Dean inside. The house was very different from how it had been when Jasper’s father was the alpha. Jasper and Dean were redecorating, and everything looked homier and more comfortable.

	Dean flopped onto the couch. “What are you going to do to me today?”

	“You speak as if you expect us to torture you,” Arlene said.

	“You might as well. This is still so fucking weird.”

	Roman could only imagine the shock it had been for Dean to find out he was pregnant. He’d lived outside of the forest before arriving with his team, and the carriers were a secret that the shifters had kept for a long time. Humans didn’t know that some male shifters could get pregnant, and Roman hoped things would stay that way.

	No one expected Dean to be able to get pregnant, but here he was.

	“I just want to make sure everything is going well,” Roman said.

	“Do your worst,” Dean murmured.

	Roman didn’t do his worst. Instead, he made sure he covered everything. He couldn’t afford to have the alpha mate die on his watch, but more than that, he liked Dean. All of this might be new for him, but he was still doing a better job than the old alpha ever had. No one in the surfeit wanted to lose him, and it was Roman’s job to ensure he and the baby were all right.

	He’d make sure they were, no matter what.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Alvin’s stomach growled, but he ignored it. It always growled these days, but then, it was usually empty. He was getting used to the sensation. Sometimes he was so hungry that he wasn’t even hungry anymore.

	He snorted quietly. That didn’t make sense. Was he reaching the part of this where he had hallucinations? Could not eating for long enough create hallucinations? He didn’t know, and he didn’t want to find out.

	He just wanted food.

	He stared at the house beyond the trees. He’d been keeping an eye on the window at the back of the house because he knew that was where the kitchen was. He might hate that he needed to spy on people, but it was necessary, and if it meant he’d survive, he’d do it. He always tried to give people their privacy, which meant not spying through their bedroom windows.

	The woman who lived here was cooking, and she was probably too hot, because she’d opened the window. Her cheeks were red as she moved around the room, stopping a few times to talk to someone Alvin couldn’t see. He’d been watching the house long enough to know she had children.

	When one of the kids started crying, the woman quickly dried her hands and headed out of sight. This was Alvin’s only chance, so he scrambled down the tree he’d been hiding in and toward the house.

	His heart was in his throat as he leaned through the window. He quickly looked around, hoping to find what he was looking for. He sobbed when he saw the freshly baked loaf of bread on the counter. It was almost too far for him to reach, but if he pushed himself up and through the window just a bit more, he could get it.

	He could hear the woman talking to her child, and he knew he didn’t have a lot of time. He put his hands on the windowsill and tried to push himself up, but his arms couldn’t take his weight. He was too weak because he hadn’t been eating, but he pushed himself to the end of the little energy he still had. It took a few tries, but eventually, he got high enough.

	Now came the hard bit. He tilted forward, the windowsill digging into his stomach. He ignored the sensation and snatched the bread from the counter, hissing when he realized it was hotter than he’d expected. He didn’t let go, though.

	He couldn’t afford to.

	He scrambled back out the window, almost falling on his ass. He didn’t look back as he ran through the forest. He didn’t stick around to see how the woman would react to finding out that the bread she’d baked for her family had vanished. Alvin hated that he was stealing from people, but this was the only way for him to survive.

	He’d expected things to be hard when he’d decided to sneak into the forest, but he hadn’t expected it to be like this. He probably should have, which meant he was a fool.

	At the moment, he was a fool living in a forest full of shifters.

	Luckily, the forest was vast, and even though many people lived there, there was enough space that he could hide without anyone stumbling onto him. He had to be careful because shifters would be able to smell him if they came too close, but so far, no one had found him, and he doubted anyone would anytime soon.

	He’d been moving back and forth, so he didn’t have a home base, but he did have a spot where he’d been sleeping the past few days. He’d have to abandon it soon, but he could sit there for a few more hours, eat bread, and rest.

	That was what he did. As soon as he reached his tree, he climbed up into it. It was much harder than it had been when he first began using it. His arms were weak, and his legs felt like they couldn’t support his weight. Eventually, he managed to settle onto the branch where he’d made his home. It was thick enough that he could sit comfortably and at a spot where the tree was slightly hollow, which meant he could fit his back into that hollowness. He’d slept here a few times without falling off, and it helped him feel safer than when he slept on the ground.

	Alvin was salivating as he looked at the bread in his hands. The loaf was big enough to last him a few meals. It could be more, but he was too hungry, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to resist. He should because it wasn’t easy to find food, but his stomach growled again, and the bread smelled heavenly.

	Alvin quickly tore the loaf into two pieces, hissing at the steam it released. It was so hot that it scalded his fingertips and his lips when he started eating, but he didn’t care.

	He was careful with the second half of the loaf. He wrapped it into one of his t-shirts that was still marginally clean and stuck it into his backpack. He forced himself to eat as slowly as possible, trying to make the sensation of having a full stomach last longer.

	As he did so, he contemplated his options. He’d come here because he’d never found a place in the human world. It had taken him a few years to realize that was probably because he wasn’t fully human. He’d grown up in the foster system, and it had been almost impossible for him to trace his family tree, but he’d started as soon as he’d been on his own at eighteen, and now, he knew.

	His great-great-grandparents had been shifters. His great-grandfather had been one, too, but he’d married a human woman. Their children had been half-shifters, and Alvin’s grandmother had married a human. Alvin’s mother had been one-quarter shifter, which wasn’t enough for her to shift. Alvin’s father was human, so he knew he’d never be able to, either, but he didn’t care.

	He shouldn’t feel as much of an outsider as he always had. He wasn’t even half shifter. He was barely a shifter and would never be able to turn into an animal, but he’d never found a place in the human world. No matter how long and hard he tried to become part of it, he was always on the fringe of society.

	After leaving the foster system, he’d struggled to find jobs and lived in dingy apartments with roommates. He knew his entire life would be like that if he didn’t change something, so he’d decided to act.

	Most people wouldn’t have chosen to sneak into a forest full of shifters and live there without electricity or running water, but Alvin had never said he was smart. He definitely wasn’t if the state his life was in was an indication of anything.

	His stomach felt heavy as he finished his piece of bread, and he leaned the back of his head against the trunk of the tree. For now, he wasn’t hungry anymore, but that would change. There was also the fact that it was still cold outside, and he was living in trees and sleeping on the ground. He was dirty and weak, and no matter how hard he thought, he couldn’t see a way out.

	He groaned and closed his eyes. He’d expected this to be hard, but it was even more difficult than he’d thought. He didn’t know how to fix it. He’d created the problem by slinking in through a hole in the fence, and he realized how stupid he’d been, but he’d known this was his only chance to enter the forest.

	Now that he was here, he felt like he would either die in the forest with no one to find him, or he’d be caught and kicked out, or maybe even worse, killed.

	He didn’t know what his options were. He wasn’t even sure he had options. For now, the only thing he could do was survive, and he had every intention of doing just that.

	He just wasn’t sure he was strong enough to do it much longer.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“I think it’s time we visit Janice’s house,” Arlene said.

	She’d been hinting at it over the past few weeks, especially since they’d visited Dean a few days ago, so Roman had known it was coming. He just hadn’t expected it to come today. “We’re in a hurry.”

	“We are, but from what you said, we might need some of the things Janice had at the house. You don’t want to be unable to soothe a woman’s pain while she’s giving birth.”

	Roman grimaced. He definitely didn’t want that, and while he’d helped Janice tend to women in labor several times, he’d be the one in charge this time.

	It was terrifying.

	He didn’t think he’d be able to get through this if it hadn’t been for Arlene. When Nora called earlier to tell Roman she thought she was in labor, he panicked momentarily. He’d almost expected her to give birth on the phone, but when he’d asked her how far along she thought she was, she’d laughed and told him it would be a while. This was her third child, so she knew what to expect.

	That didn’t mean Roman would abandon her to labor on her own. He’d called Arlene to warn her, and she agreed to be there during labor and birth. Roman would be in charge, but she’d help him if he needed it.

	He was pretty sure he would.

	“I don’t think this is the right moment to go through Janice’s things,” he said. He kept his focus on the road even though his heart was racing.

	“I agree, it’s not, but we do need a few things I’m sure she had. Just park at her house. We’ll get what we need and come back later.”

	Roman had been in Janice’s house a few times since she’d vanished. That was how he’d known she was dead. He’d seen the blood, and even though he’d never found her body, there was no way she was alive. She wouldn’t have stayed away from the surfeit for so long if she were.

	He hadn’t returned since then. It felt like he shouldn’t and like he needed to keep the house the way it was so Janice could rest in peace. Her body hadn’t been found, so keeping her house as untouched as possible felt like the only thing Roman could do.

	It wouldn’t last forever. He had his own place, but it was a bit out of the way, which wouldn’t do if he was the skunk healer.

	He softly snorted to himself. He already was the skunk healer. He might not have wrapped his mind around it yet, but everyone else had. He was the only person they called when they needed something. He was the only one they wanted to see when they felt sick. He was proud of that but also petrified because he had no idea what he was doing most of the time. He was only twenty-four. He wasn’t supposed to be the skunk healer yet.

	But there was no one else. He’d been apprenticing with Janice since he was fourteen. Back then, he’d only spent part of his time with her because he’d still been going to school, but as soon as he’d graduated, his apprenticeship had become full-time.

	Six years didn’t feel like enough to be in charge of the entire surfeit, but he didn’t have a choice. He had to get as much experience as he could when it came to pregnancy and childbirth over the next few months because when Dean went into labor, Roman would be attending him.

	Roman swallowed. He did as Arlene had ordered and parked his car in front of Janice’s house. The place had looked gorgeous when Janice was alive, but now it looked as dead as she was.

	All the windows were dark, and the yard Janice had tended to with love was dead. It was still winter, but things wouldn’t get better with spring if no one was there to baby the plants.

	Arlene didn’t seem to have a problem with the house. She headed inside as if Janice was still alive, but Roman couldn’t bring himself to do the same. Instead, he stayed outside, knowing this was supposed to be his house now.

	The healer’s house was always the same so that people knew where to find them. Once a healer retired, they could either stay with the new healer or move out. Roman had expected to make that move in a few years, when Janice decided it was time for her to slow things down. After she died, he’d refused to move in, even though he knew he should.

	He still had no idea if he could do it. He wasn’t sure he wanted to live where Janice had been killed. Jasper had had the house cleaned, so the blood was gone, but Janice had still died in the house. How was Roman supposed to live here?

	The next few hours went by in a rush. Nora was further ahead than she’d thought, so Arlene and Roman got to work as soon as they reached her house. There was barely time to give her any painkillers. Her labor was fast and hard, and she had a baby in her arms after only three hours. She was exhausted but smiling, and even though Roman smiled back, he felt a bit dead inside.

	Janice should be here. She should be the one doing this, not him.

	“You did a good job,” Arlene said as she and Roman watched the new baby and her mother.

	Roman tried hard not to cry. “Janice would have done a better job.”

	“Maybe. She’d been a healer much longer than you have.”

	Roman rubbed his face. “I was never supposed to become the skunk healer at twenty-four,” he complained.

	Arlene squeezed his shoulder. “Maybe you weren’t, but you’re doing a great job. Janice would be proud of you.”

	Roman hoped she would be, but it didn’t help him feel any less terrified.

	What if he did something wrong? What if instead of helping someone, he hurt them?

	His mind went to Dean. Dean was the alpha mate, and he was carrying the future alpha. Roman knew that wasn’t how Dean and Jasper thought of their child, but it was the reality of it. One day, the baby in Dean’s stomach would become the alpha after their father, and Roman would be responsible for their birth and keeping them healthy for the rest of his life.

	The prospect was enough to make him want to run away screaming.

	“You worry too much,” Arlene said gently. “I know how you feel. I was in your place once. I think you would have felt like this even if Janice had retired instead of dying. Becoming responsible for everyone’s health is scary, but you’ll have to learn to deal with it. Eventually, you’re going to spread your wings and do this on your own like you’re supposed to. Until you feel ready for that to happen, I’ll be there to help you.”

	Roman didn’t know what he’d do without her. Probably hide in the forest and refuse to come out even when people needed him. In theory, he knew what he was doing, but actually doing it was far more complicated and scary.

	He supposed he was getting there. It would take time and a lot of hard work, but he needed to have faith in himself. Janice wouldn’t have chosen him as her apprentice if she hadn’t thought he could be the best healer the surfeit needed and deserved.

	It didn’t matter that Roman felt he would never be good enough. It didn’t matter that he keenly felt Janice’s loss and that he often didn’t know how to deal with it. The only thing that mattered was that he was the skunk healer. There was no getting out of that, and deep inside, he didn’t want to get out of it. This was what he’d always wanted to do since he was a child. He might not have thought he’d do it at twenty-four, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t do it.

	He had to, for everyone’s sake.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Alvin was on the move. He wasn’t moving very fast, but at least he was moving, even though it felt like his legs might buckle under him at any moment.

	Even though he was so hungry he was starting to wonder how tree bark would taste.

	He shook his head and told himself to ignore his stomach. The loaf of bread he’d stolen a few days ago hadn’t lasted long, but it had given him some energy. He’d decided it was time to move so he could be sure no one would find him, so he’d gathered the few things he owned and walked away from his tree.

	He had no idea where he was. To be fair, he’d never had any idea where he was since he’d entered the forest. He’d researched the place before coming, so he’d known he was entering badger territory, but he’d been moving since then, and he didn’t know how far he’d gone. He could still be in badger territory, or he might have reached the other end of the forest. There was no way for him to find out unless he wanted to talk to people, but he couldn’t do that, even though he was lonely.

	It was almost worse than being hungry. He’d never had many people in his life, or any, really. He had a few friends at school, but everyone had known him as the weird kid who lived in a foster home. He’d lost touch with everyone after he graduated, but he hadn’t missed any of them. He doubted they’d thought of him twice since then, so the feeling was no doubt mutual.

	This was another kind of loneliness. Even though he’d never been close to

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
;J\Io’rmeEnemy |

.‘EALLEGHENY SHIFTERS SERIES - BOOK 13

- CATHERINE LIEVENS





images/image.jpeg





