
	Sometimes we are the hardest on ourselves, even when we shouldn’t be.

	 

	 

	Colin has been living half a life for the past twenty years, ever since his father caught him kissing William. Instead of standing up for their relationship, Colin allowed William to be thrown in jail and married the woman his father chose for him. He loves his two sons and even Justine, but they were never meant to be together, and they’ll never be truly happy as a couple. That suits Colin just fine because he doesn’t deserve to be happy. His son Brandon does, though, and when Colin’s father decides to arrange a marriage for him, Colin finds the courage he never thought he had and finally stands up to him.

	A half-shifter created in a lab, Matt has been working undercover for the past fifteen years with very little time as his real self in between cases. When he gets shot and realizes he won’t be able to go back to his job, he’s surprisingly relieved. He’ll finally have time to be himself and to cultivate his relationship with the few friends he managed to make in between jobs. And best of all, he’s met his mate. Maybe now they can get to know each other and see what’s possible.

	Things aren’t that easy, though. Even after Matt and Colin talk, Colin is still married, still guilt-ridden over the pain he caused William, and still terrified of his father. Justine finds her courage first and tells Colin it’s time for them to get divorced. He agrees—but can he overcome his terror and stand up for himself and his mate?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Colin ignored his mother’s hopeful gaze and focused on his food. He wasn’t even sure what he was eating—everything had the same taste to him. It always did.

	Justine cleared her throat. “I don’t think we’re quite ready for a third child.”

	Colin was glad when his mother’s attention turned to his wife. “Not ready? Jason is already fourteen!”

	“He is, but Colin and I are still young. We can wait another ten years to have a third kid.”

	Considering Colin hadn’t had sex with his wife in years, it was going to take more than time for them to do that. Not that he planned to have another one—but his mother didn’t need to know that, and most of all his father didn’t need to know it.

	He could feel his father watching him, and he knew he’d be in for a father-son conversation later, once they were done with dinner. His father would never say what he had to say in front of the ladies. He wouldn’t want to offend their sensibilities, or in Justine’s case, he wouldn’t want her to come to Colin’s defense and talk back. His father might still be able to knock Colin around, but he’d never touch Justine.

	But Colin would hear what his father had to say, and his father would expect him to obey, just like he always did. His father had wanted Colin to get married, and he had. His father had wanted Colin and Justine to have children, and they had. He’d wanted Colin to stay away from William once he’d been released, and even though Colin hated himself for it, he had. His father had always ruled his life, and he always would.

	Colin was weak, and he didn’t deserve anything different. God knew he’d tried to be stronger when he was younger. He’d been a rebellious teenager like many other kids, but his father had quickly squashed that. A few beatings had been enough to put Colin back on the right track, or rather, back on the track his father thought was right. No one had cared back then, not when Colin’s skin had been more black and blue than pink, not when his arm had been broken. And now that things were different, it was too late. After what Colin had done, no one cared, and he couldn’t blame them.

	He’d been an asshole to William, the only man he’d ever loved, and he was still paying for it. He didn’t think anything he went through would ever be enough to repay his debt to his old lover, but at least William was happy now. He had a mate and a son, a job he enjoyed, and friends—so many of them. Colin was happy for him, but he also couldn’t help but be jealous.

	As much as he liked Justine, he’d never loved her as more than a friend, and she wasn’t his mate.

	No, Matt was.

	Colin swallowed a bit of food—was it meat? Or a potato—and let his thoughts drift to his mate. He’d only seen Matt once, but that had been enough for Colin to know, both that they were mates and that they’d never be together. He wasn’t sure who Matt was or even if he was a shifter, but since he hadn’t reacted to Colin’s presence, he was probably human.

	That was strike four of five against him—or it would be in the eyes of Colin’s father.

	Matt was a man. He was probably human. He worked for the council—Colin had been able to ascertain that, at least.

	Someone kicked Colin’s leg under the table. He snapped his head up, looking around. From his expression, Brandon had been the one to kick him. Colin had no idea why, at least until his father said, “So? What do you think? Isn’t it time for Brandon to settle down?”

	Colin blinked, the words taking a few seconds to register. “I’m sorry?”

	His father’s eyes narrowed, and the familiar roiling of fear in Colin’s guts made him want to throw up. He didn’t, and he stayed where he was. This wasn’t him they were talking about, but his son. He might not love Justine like he should and like she deserved to be loved, but his sons were everything to him, and he’d be damned if he’d ever let his father dictate their lives like he had with him. “He’s eighteen.”

	“I know that. One of the girls I have in mind for him is still a bit young, only sixteen, but her grandfather is one of my oldest friends, and I’m sure he’ll talk to his daughter if we decide she’s the one for Brandon.”

	Colin looked at Brandon again. This wasn’t anything they hadn’t heard before, but it was the first time Colin’s father brought it up since Brandon had turned eighteen. Colin knew why, of course. He and William had gotten together when he was twenty, and his father had blamed himself for giving him too much freedom, even though he’d never known for sure that Colin and William had been a couple. He’d suspected, Colin was sure of that, but he’d been more than happy to go along with Colin’s story that William had forced him to kiss him.

	But Colin couldn’t allow his father to do to Brandon what he’d done to him. He might be terrified, but things were different now. They’d been different for years. Even though people tended not to like Colin, Kameron was a fair alpha, and Colin didn’t doubt he’d intervene if there was a need.

	He’d stopped trying to stand up to his father after his father had beaten him. Just the thought of it terrified Colin—but this was his son his father was talking about. It was his son his father was trying to control like he’d controlled Colin, like he still controlled Colin. Even if Colin didn’t deserve happiness, Brandon did. Colin swallowed. For his son, he could do this, he could force out the one single word his father wasn’t used to hearing from him. “No.”

	It was as if everyone around the table held their breath. Well, everyone but Jason, but then Colin was pretty sure he was on his phone again, even though the rule was no phone during meals. No one stared at their lap for that long, not even teenage boys.

	“What?” Colin’s father asked, and Colin could hear the barely restrained fury in his voice.

	He swallowed. “I said no. Brandon isn’t going to marry some girl because it’s what you want. You’re not his father. I am, and I will make the rules and decisions that pertain to him, along with Justine. I’m sorry, but you have no right to demand anything in this situation.”

	Colin wasn’t surprised when his father got up, almost toppling his chair over. He half expected to be backhanded or dragged outside, but instead, his father just glared at him and left, slamming the front door behind himself.

	Everyone around the table was silent for a moment. Thankfully, Jason didn’t ask what had happened, even though he looked confused. Then Colin’s mother cleared her throat. “You should go talk to him and apologize,” she told Colin.

	Colin put down his fork and breathed in and out. “Why should I?”

	“You can’t talk to him that way, Colin. You know that. He’s your father, and he’s the head of our family.”

	“So what he says is law, right? Even when it means your grandson won’t be happy? Why am I not surprised? You didn’t support me when I was Brandon’s age. Why should you support Brandon now?”

	Her eyes filled with tears, but Colin didn’t feel sorry. She was his mother, and she should be there for him. She should have put him before everyone, including his father.

	She hadn’t, but Colin wasn’t going to let his parents ruin his son’s life.

	His mother gasped and put her hand to her throat as if he’d mortally offended her. And maybe he had. He was past the point of caring. “How can you say something like that?”

	“You know how, and I’m not going to explain if you don’t.” Colin picked up his fork again and stabbed a piece of meat. He put it into his mouth and chewed, glaring at his mother, daring her to say something.

	She didn’t. She was used to obeying, and she responded to Colin’s tone by pressing her lips together and looking down at her plate.

	Colin felt guilty and almost said something. Then he looked at Brandon, who was staring back, his eyes wide, his mouth slightly parted. Brandon mouthed a thank-you, and Colin knew he’d done the right thing. He was aware he’d pay—he was going to have to listen to his father rant, and he might have to weather the impact of his fists, but as long as Brandon wasn’t forced to do anything, Colin would be happy.

	He jerked when a hand landed on his knee and squeezed. He didn’t have to look up to know what Justine was telling him with her touch. She’d always been against Colin’s parents having too much influence in their life. She ought to be happy he’d finally stood up to his father.

	For some reason, that didn’t make Colin as happy as it should.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Matt was so tense that he felt like he might break at any second. Instead of focusing on that, though, he kept his expression neutral and his stance as relaxed as he could, as if he didn’t know the enforcers were about to burst into the warehouse.

	“You sure you don’t wanna try it?” the guy sitting on the dingy couch asked.

	Matt shook his head. “Nah.”

	The guy—Dag, or that was what he called himself anyway—frowned. “I thought you liked this.”

	There was no way Matt would ever put any kind of drug into his body, but he couldn’t exactly say that. He shrugged and hoped his flimsy explanation would hold up. “Not now. I want to see this deal through. Then I can relax and party.”

	The deal was something this gang had been working on for a while. Matt still had no idea how they’d managed to get their hands on such a large amount of drugs, and the fact that it was a mixed bunch—some of it for humans, some for shifters—made the situation even weirder. Drug dealers didn’t usually dabble in both, especially when all the members in their gang were humans. Matt hadn’t managed to find out where the shifter drugs had come from, and that was half of his assignment. Maybe the interrogations that would come once the enforcers busted the deal would give him the answers he was looking for. He hated leaving assignments only partially done.

	Dag grinned. “Oh, we’re going to celebrate all right. But this is going to go well. You should relax.”

	“Sure.”

	But there was no way that was going to happen. It had taken Matt months to infiltrate this gang and become a member. He was still low in the gang’s food chain, but he couldn’t wait anymore, not when they were about to sell all their drugs to a group of shifters that might disappear right after that.

	Shit. Matt rubbed his face and prayed everything would go well. It had to. He had to go back to Gillham and figure out what to do with his mate.

	He knew all about Colin. He knew all about every single pack member, but Colin was the only one who mattered, since he was Matt’s mate.

	Matt hadn’t been surprised when Colin hadn’t said a thing about that the day they’d met. He knew Colin was married, even though he was gay. He knew Colin was still very much under his father’s thumb and that it would take a lot to push him to finally rebel. That was one of the reasons Matt didn’t mind the fact that this mission was almost over. He’d be able to go home and start planning a way to get to Colin.

	But first, the gang. Dag had snorted the line of coke he’d offered Matt and was relaxing against the couch. He wasn’t the only one in the warehouse who was high, which showed just how inexperienced he was at this business. If Dag hadn’t somehow found these drugs, he wouldn’t be making this deal with the Beasts.

	Matt almost snorted at the name the shifters’ gang had given itself. Talk about uninventive. Of course, that didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous, because they were. Colin suspected this deal wasn’t going to be as smooth as Dag thought it would. Why should the Beasts pay for the drugs when they could just as easily dispatch this small gang and take both the money and the drugs?

	Dag had no idea what he was doing or who he was up against. Matt really hoped the enforcers were already out there, but he’d have no way of finding out until they burst in.

	The sound of an engine rumbled close, and Dag finally tensed. He jumped up from the couch and gestured at two of his guards to go check what was happening. They were all armed to the teeth, but Matt had no doubt the Beasts would be, too. They also came equipped with fangs and claws, something he wasn’t sure Dag had taken into consideration. Or maybe he had, and he was more of an idiot than Matt thought.

	The sound of doors slamming and voices told Matt things were about to happen. He stayed where he was, leaning against the wall looking like he didn’t care, and watched one of Dag’s men walk in. A group of men Matt had never seen followed, and he didn’t have to be told to know those were the Beasts.

	There were five of them, and they were trouble. Matt wished he knew more about them, but they were a secretive gang, and they didn’t let people in easily, which was why he’d infiltrated Dag’s gang rather than theirs. Besides, they wouldn’t have let him in. He was half shifter, but he couldn’t shift. That meant he wasn’t much better than a human for a lot of shifters, even though he was faster, stronger, and had a slew of other quirks that meant he wasn’t human.

	Matt kept his focus on the Beasts. He didn’t miss the way they looked around, cataloging where everyone in the warehouse was, and more importantly, where the drugs were. Dag hadn’t tried to hide them, so they were right smack in the middle of the room. The Beasts wouldn’t even have to look for them. Talk about making things easy for them.

	The Beasts stopped in front of Dag, who looked them up and down and grinned like a loon at the sight of the black gym bag one of the Beasts was holding. “Is that my money?” he asked.

	Matt was pretty sure the spokesman of the Beasts rolled his eyes. It looked like it from a distance, anyway.

	“Are those my drugs?” the man asked instead of answering.

	Dag made a flowery gesture toward the drug packets. “Yep. The white packets are for humans, the black ones for shifters. I’ll be happy to give everything up once you show me my money.”

	Matt tensed, ready to run. This was the moment everything could go wrong—or right. He really hoped the enforcers were out there.

	The spokesman dumped the bag. “See for yourself.”

	Matt knew what was going to happen before it did. He watched Dag rush toward the bag, ignoring the Beasts. That was why Dag didn’t see the man behind the spokesman raise his gun and shoot him right in the middle of the forehead.

	That seemed to be the signal the other Beasts were waiting for. They all raised their guns, while Dag’s gang just stared. Matt held his breath, hoping he wasn’t going to have to shoot anyone or run away.

	“Council enforcers! Put your weapons down!” someone yelled from the side of the warehouse.

	All hell broke loose. Matt’s job during this kind of thing was to make himself as inconspicuous as possible so he wouldn’t blow his cover. It might be useful to be known as someone who’d once been part of Dag’s gang in case he had to infiltrate another gang or talk to people who were in the life.

	He pressed himself back against the wall, sliding until he could at least partially hide behind the closest column.

	Then he waited.

	He was used to the sounds of gunshots and screaming, and to the smell of blood that became strong after only a few moments. He kept his hand tightly wrapped around his gun, but he didn’t have to use it. Grey—one of Matt’s few friends and an enforcer—was lucky Matt had been through this kind of situation often, though, because Matt would have shot him otherwise.

	As it was, he swung his gun up to Grey’s face when Grey suddenly appeared in front of him. He managed to slow his movement down enough that Grey knocked the gun out of his hand. Grey winked, then punched him right on the nose.

	Matt was so going to get revenge for that later.

	“You’re under arrest,” Grey declared as he used his hold on Matt’s arm to swing him around and slam him against the wall. Matt’s cheek rasped against the cement. It was going to leave a mark, damn it.

	He let Grey handcuff him and push him toward the exit. The warehouse looked pretty much like he’d expected—dead bodies, blood, and enforcers swarming the place. He was glad to see two of the Beasts were still alive and were now handcuffed. He wouldn’t be the one who’d interrogate them, but hopefully, the person who did would get something out of them. They needed to find out where the drug for shifters came from before it killed more people.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Colin closed the door behind his back and leaned against it. He closed his eyes, happy to be home.

	He’d had to walk his mother back home, since his father had left during dinner and she never went anywhere on her own. It was ridiculous—they lived in pack territory, where every house was no further away from the next than ten minutes on foot. Colin’s father had made sure Colin and Justine
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