
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Flawed assumptions can hold you back.

	 

	 

	Everly is a runner. In his case it’s a necessity, since he’s a griffin shifter, and selling him on the black market could earn someone a pretty penny. But Everly doesn’t fancy being sold, so he heads to Rosewood when someone tries to catch him again.

	Kyle is a protector, not a lawyer or a doctor like his mother wants him to be. That’s why he signed up for the new security team his alpha put together. It’s just his luck that he’s the one who finds Everly when the man walks into pack territory.

	It’s not until later that they realize they’re mates.

	Everly wants Rosewood to become his home, but he’s never had one, and there are still people after him. He’s been dealing with this for the past ten years, and he doesn’t need anyone to protect him.

	Or maybe he does. Kyle wants Everly to stay, and Everly wants the same. Will they be able to make Rosewood safe for Everly and all the other rare shifters out there, or will they fail and lose each other?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Everly threw a pair of jeans into his backpack. A noise just outside his door made him freeze, and he waited, praying they hadn’t found him yet. He knew they were coming, but he didn’t know when. He had to get out of his apartment before they got to it, and he was nearly packed. He just needed a few more minutes.

	When nothing happened, he went back to packing. Just in case, he opened his laptop and pulled up the surveillance program. He’d placed cameras everywhere he could without anyone noticing just for this kind of situation.

	He kept an eye on the screen as he finished pushing clothes into his backpack, then gathered anything he couldn’t leave behind. It wasn’t much, but then, since he’d expected something like this to happen, he’d planned.

	He’d never had a lot of things, and they’d dwindled over the years. Now, it only took him a couple of backpacks to get out, and one of them was full of computer equipment. It wasn’t much to call his, but he’d never needed much, and when you were a rare shifter, it was almost impossible to find a safe place to put down roots and call home.

	An alarm started blaring on his computer. He jumped but didn’t pause to check what was happening. He already knew. They’d found him, and his time was over.

	He looked around one last time, making sure he wouldn’t leave anything crucial or anything that would help the hunters find him. Once he was sure he’d taken everything, he grabbed his laptop, pushed it into his backpack, and hauled both of the bags onto his shoulders.

	He was too late.

	His front door slammed open, startling him. Since he already knew he wouldn’t get out without fighting, he dropped his bags and shifted. He was going to miss that shirt, dammit.

	The torn bits of clothes weren’t even on the floor yet before he attacked the two men coming through. He flapped his wings, trying to make as little noise as possible so the neighbors wouldn’t realize something was happening. There wasn’t a lot of space in the apartment, but it was enough for him to be able to rear up on his back legs and hit the first man coming in with his front legs. His claws dug into the man’s chest, making him scream.

	So much for not making noise for the neighbors.

	The first man dropped to the floor, but the second was already there, trying to get to Everly. The man didn’t shift, so either he was human, or there was a reason for him not to. Everly didn’t care. He snapped his beak forward, but he didn’t catch the man, who danced out of the way. How did he think he was going to capture Everly like this? As long as Everly was in his griffin form, neither of these men would touch him.

	But they couldn’t be alone, which meant more men were coming, and that could become dangerous. Everly had to get out of here as soon as possible.

	He was ready to bet this man wasn’t used to fighting against griffins. Not many people were, considering how rare griffins were. If he was smart, he’d have studied Everly’s animal form, but that didn’t mean he was ready for it. Everly had to take advantage of that.

	He twisted around, slamming his tail against the man, who stumbled and hit the wall. Everly was already turning around and snapping his beak. He caught the man’s arm, and the man started screaming. Blood spurted in Everly’s mouth, making him grimace. This was why he didn’t like fighting.

	He shook his head, wincing at the tearing sound. It would be a miracle if this man was able to use his arm after Everly was done with him. As always, Everly felt guilty, but it was either defending himself or allowing this guy to take him, and that wasn’t something he was willing to let happen. He didn’t want to be locked up and never see the light of day again. He might not know why these guys wanted him, but it couldn’t be anything good.

	It never was.

	The man slumped against the wall and slid down. Everly took advantage of that, snatching both his backpacks in his beak, and launched himself toward the window. He should have thought about opening it, but since he hadn’t, he threw himself through it, knowing the broken glass wouldn’t hurt him. His fur was too thick.

	As soon as he was out, he opened his wings and prayed no one would see him. Some humans knew about shifters, but he doubted his neighbors did, and he didn’t want anyone to notice him.

	He circled his building, looking down and trying to understand whether there were more people looking for him. He was ready to bet that was the case, and he wasn’t planning to linger but he was curious. He needed his truck, which, thankfully, he’d parked far enough away that he could get there from the sky. Hopefully that would give him enough time to get away before those guys found him again. He had no doubt they would. They always did, which was why he was always on the run.

	He didn’t see anyone else in front of his building, but that didn’t mean anything. After a few moments, he turned and headed toward his truck. He’d found the perfect place to park it, in an alley hardly anyone ever visited. That gave him privacy to land in the back of the truck, drop his bags, shift, and quickly take clothes out of one of the bags to put them on. Once he was done, he looked around, but just like he’d expected, no one had noticed anything. The alley was still deserted, and apart from the rats scurrying around, he couldn’t hear a sound.

	He climbed out of the back of the truck, snatched the keys and phone from the bag they were in, and climbed into the front. He was breathing hard, but he couldn’t risk taking time to rest. First he needed to get out of here, and that was what he focused on.

	He drove as normally as possible so no one would realize someone was hunting him. He wasn’t anywhere close to his apartment, so hopefully, no one was still after him. That might not last for long, but it would be long enough to give him time to escape.

	He only relaxed once he was halfway out of the city. That was when he started thinking about what he was going to do. More importantly, he needed to decide where he’d go, and he had no idea.

	He tapped his fingertips on the steering wheel. He was used to moving around every few months because someone was always hunting him, but he was tired of it. He couldn’t help thinking about the rare shifters he’d helped over the years and who had found a place to call home. He’d never believed he could have anything like that, but damn if he didn’t want to. He couldn’t choose his next home thinking about that, though, so instead, he thought about the places that would be safer for him.

	He’d taken everything he’d need with him in his bags, but that didn’t make him feel better. Nothing would, and he had to wrap his mind around that. This was his life, and he needed to deal with it.

	The problem was that he’d dealt with it for a long time, and it was starting to wear on him. When would people stop hunting him? When would he have a chance at a normal life?

	He shook his head and turned on the stereo, hoping that some music would distract him. What he wanted or wished for didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that he was safe and could continue helping the rare shifters around the country who contacted him through the network.

	Maybe that was what he should do. He could contact someone from the network and ask them if they had a safe place for him to lay low, at least for a bit, until he decided where he wanted to stay next. Although he trusted Arvin, he didn’t know if he trusted anyone else on the network, not with his life. He did with other people’s lives, but it wasn’t the same.

	Everly had amassed a lot of information about rare shifters over the years, and it would be a disaster if anyone got their hands on that information. It would be a disaster if anyone got their hands on him, which meant he had to be extremely careful. Still, there were a few people he trusted, and he might just have to contact them this time. Doing everything on his own didn’t seem to be working anymore, and maybe it was time to change things up.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Kyle bounced his knee, then eyed the door, wondering if he could get out before his mother managed to stop him. He was pretty sure she’d hidden a lasso somewhere in the kitchen to wrangle him or one of his siblings back into the room if they tried running, though. That was precisely the kind of thing she’d do and the kind of thing Kyle’s siblings had managed to escape from. Kyle hadn’t just yet, but hopefully, he would soon.

	The problem was that he still lived in his childhood bedroom. He was the only one of his siblings at home, since Melissa lived with her husband, Todd had his own home, and Jarvis recently moved in with his mate. That left Kyle, and their mother had become even more controlling now that he was the only one under her roof. She wasn’t going to like what he was about to tell her, which was why he’d waited for so long.

	He couldn’t anymore.

	No matter how little he was looking forward to having her scream at him for ruining his life, he wasn’t backing down. He was twenty-four. He was an adult, even though he still lived at home. He could make his own decisions when it came to his life, and he had.

	“Is the table set?” his mother asked from the stove.

	Kyle swallowed. “The only things missing are the napkins.”

	“Well, get them. Food is ready.”

	He obeyed, then went to call his father. He might as well tell both his parents together, and besides, he hoped his father’s presence would make it easier for his mother to accept.

	It was a nice dream, if anything.

	They sat around the table. Kyle’s mother served them. Kyle looked down at the food—roast, potatoes, and carrots—but he wasn’t hungry. Any other day, he would have fallen on his dinner like a starving wolf, but today he could barely manage to swallow a piece of carrot before he couldn’t anymore. He pushed the food around, waiting for the perfect moment to explain what he’d done.

	There would be no perfect moment. That was one thing he’d come to realize as he waited to tell his parents, which meant he should just come out and say it, even though his mother was going to be pissed. She would be angry any way he told her about this.

	“You know about the new security team Cam is putting together?” he asked, trying to sound casual.

	His father nodded and smiled, but his mother huffed. “How can we not? I can’t believe we need a security team. It’s ridiculous.”

	“We need it for the rare shifters who live with us.” One of which was her son’s boyfriend.

	But Peregrine had stood up to her, and she didn’t like that. She didn’t like Peregrine, and she was always angry when anyone brought him or Jarvis up in conversation. Since Jarvis had left home, she and Jarvis had barely talked, and Kyle doubted things would become easier anytime soon.

	His mother had never been an easy person to deal with. It was easy for him to ignore how she’d clearly had favorites when he was growing up, and Jarvis hadn’t been one of them. She’d picked on Jarvis, and, as a result, Kyle and his siblings had, too. Kyle felt like he was the worst offender, mainly because the others had left home eventually, and their relationship with Jarvis had changed. Kyle hadn’t even realized what his mother had pushed him to do as he grew up, not until recently. Now that he had, he was horrified, and he couldn’t wait to get out of here.

	His mouth was dry, so he took a sip of water.

	“If they’re so dangerous, they shouldn’t live with us,” his mother said.

	“They’re not dangerous. If anything, they’re in danger.”

	“Then they shouldn’t put the rest of us in danger. I don’t see why I have to watch people in uniform walking around. Life here was so nice until Camden became alpha.”

	Kyle suspected that Cam’s father would have done pretty much the same thing as his son. The man had been a good alpha, and Cam was, too. Kyle’s mother would have found something else to bitch about if it hadn’t been this.

	But this wasn’t why Kyle had asked if she knew about the team.

	“Cam is a good alpha, and he’s doing everything he can to protect every single pack member,” he said.

	“He wouldn’t have to protect us this way if he weren’t accepting so many new people into our pack. How can he trust any of them?”

	“I’m sure he has his reasons.” Kyle had met the new shifters, and he liked all of them. More importantly, they’d needed help and had found it with their pack. That was what being a pack was about. When you needed something, the pack stepped in and helped you.

	Kyle was proud to have an alpha like Cam, which was one of the reasons he’d signed up for the team. His mother wouldn’t understand that, no matter how much he tried to explain to her or how long he waited to tell her.

	He licked his lips. “Well, he was looking for volunteers to train and be put on that security team. I signed up.”

	There was a moment of silence. Kyle expected his mother to explode, but instead, she calmly put down her fork. He knew this wasn’t over, so he tensed and waited for her reaction.

	“No,” she said.

	“What do you mean?”

	“I won’t have you put yourself in danger. Besides, you have to focus on college.”

	Kyle winced. “About that. I quit.”

	The silence was so deep that Kyle felt he could cut it with a fork, never mind a knife.

	“What do you mean, you quit?” his mother asked slowly.

	“Exactly that.” Kyle sucked in a breath and decided just to say everything he needed to say. “I never liked college. I tried because I know you and Dad wanted me to go, but it’s not working. I’m not interested in anything I’m learning there, but I am interested in protecting the pack. That’s why I was so happy when Cam created this team. I’d already been planning on quitting college, and I decided this was the perfect opportunity. This way, I’ll go straight from college to having a job.”

	And wasn’t that something his mother should be happy about?

	But Kyle’s mother wasn’t like most mothers. She wasn’t happy that he had a job, especially not this kind of job.

	“You’re going to quit the team and go back to college,” she said. “I won’t allow my son to do this. You can do much better than being a security guard, and I won’t have you ruin your life.”

	Kyle shook his head. He’d known this was how she’d react, so he’d prepared his arguments. “You’re not listening to me. I want to be a security guard. I want to train and help protect the pack.”

	“You want to be a doctor.”

	“That’s what you want, Mom. You didn’t give me a choice when I finished high school, and you still aren’t. Don’t you want me to be happy?”

	“You can be happy once you’re a doctor.”

	She was never going to understand or accept this, was she? Kyle expected it, but it still hurt to have the proof in front of him. “Please. I don’t want to lose you over this, but I’m twenty-four. I can choose how to live my life, and I decided to live it like this. I’m sorry you’re disappointed. I never wanted to be a doctor, and I won’t go back to college. I already signed up for the team, and I’ll start soon.”

	“You can’t,” Kyle’s mother snapped.

	He looked at his father, hoping for help. His father didn’t look as angry as his mother, but he shook his head. Whether that meant that Kyle should stop pushing his mom or that he should ignore her reaction, Kyle didn’t know.

	But no matter how his parents felt, Kyle had already made his decision, and he wasn’t changing his mind.

	He got to his feet. “I’m sorry you feel that way, and I hope that eventually you’ll be able to accept that this is what I want.”

	“Where are you going?” his mother screeched when he stepped away from the table.

	“I think both of us need some time to think and get over our anger.”

	“Come back here, Kyle. You live under my roof, and as long as you do, you’ll do what I tell you to do.”

	But Kyle had had enough. He ignored her and walked through the back door. He’d already known his mother would try something like this, but it still hurt.

	This entire situation hurt. He’d hoped against all hope that his mother would want the best for him, but instead, she wanted what she thought was best.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Once he was far enough away to be safe, Everly stopped for coffee. He’d left the city behind about half an hour ago, and as far as he could see, no one had followed him. He hoped he wasn’t wrong, but if he was, he’d deal with it.

	His coffee and a sandwich in hand, he went back to his truck. He didn’t turn on the engine as soon as he was inside, though. He needed to do something first, and he was finally ready for it.

	He put his sandwich on the passenger seat and took out his phone. Thankfully, he’d remembered to put it into his backpack rather than his pocket when he’d packed. If he hadn’t, the phone would still be back at his apartment with his torn clothes, and he’d be in trouble.

	He unlocked the phone, found the number he was looking for, and hit call.

	It rang a few times before Arvin’s voice came through. “Everly?”

	Just like always, Everly relaxed at the sound of Arvin’s voice. They’d never met, but he knew Arvin was older, and he felt almost like a grandfather to Everly. He’d never told Arvin that, but he suspected Arvin knew. He’d always treated Everly differently from anyone else in the network, more like family than someone they needed to work with to keep other people safe.

	“Hi,” Everly said breathlessly. His chest felt tight, and he wanted to cry.

	He’d been on the run for what felt like his entire life, and really, that was almost the case. He’d started running when he was seventeen, and now that he was in his late twenties, he wanted it to stop. The problem was that considering what kind of shifter he was, it was impossible. Some rare shifters managed to find a place to call home, but Everly never had.

	“What happened?” Arvin asked.

	Obviously, he’d been able to read Everly’s tone. Everly wasn’t surprised. “I had to leave.”

	Arvin swore. “Who found you?”

	“I didn’t
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