
	Sometimes we don’t see ourselves as clearly as we think.

	 

	 

	Noel has spent the past seventeen years focusing first on his studies, then on his job as a lawyer, but the man he had a one-night stand with never left his mind—or his heart. He doesn’t know what it was about Roark, but he’s never been able to forget him, and he’s stopped trying. Instead, he works with the council to help shifters who can’t afford a lawyer. When he receives threats that have to do with the murder case he accepted, he calls Kameron Rhett from the council, who then calls the council’s best-hidden secret—the assassins.

	Roark has been a council assassin since he was freed from the lab he spent years in. It’s the only place he fits in, with the other assassins, the people who share a trait with him—all of them have been genetically modified. Roark hates his ability to manipulate minds, and when he realizes the man he’s supposed to protect is the mate he thought long lost, he tries to get out of it.

	But Noel is stubborn and headstrong, and he won’t take no for an answer. Between him and Roark’s bear, Roark doesn’t have a choice, and the more time he spends with Noel, the more he falls for him. Will he be able to save his mate from the man after him? And if he does, will he manage to allow himself the happiness he’s been longing for?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Noel had gone over the depositions for what had to be the hundredth time, yet he couldn’t find anything that would help his client. He knew Grady hadn’t killed Becky Lang, but he couldn’t prove it.

	Of course, that wouldn’t matter if he was good enough to convince the jury there was at least reasonable doubt, but people were fickle, and the fact that Grady was a shifter wouldn’t play in his favor. No matter how many years had passed since shifters had come out of hiding, a lot of people still didn’t accept them. Considering the nature of the crime—the jury was going to be inclined to believe Grady was guilty, no matter what Noel said.

	Noel raked a hand through his hair. Sometimes, he wished he’d chosen another career, something with less stress. But no, he’d decided being a lawyer was the only path for him. And things had gotten even more stressful when he’d decided to specialize in shifters’ defense and started working with the council. He didn’t think he’d slept a full night since then.

	Cases with shifters tended to be more complicated, but Grady’s case was the most important one Noel had worked on yet.

	“Mr. Sanders?”

	Noel slid his reading glasses off and looked at the door. “Yes?”

	His new assistant was standing there, looking uncomfortable. He wished he hadn’t had to change assistants, but his old one had gone on maternity leave and had never come back. His new assistant, Milo, was good at his job, but he was still hesitant and awkward. Hopefully, that would fade. Noel needed someone sharp who could stand up to angry clients and demanding reporters. He hoped Milo would be that person, because he didn’t have the time to look for someone new.

	“It’s eight o’clock.”

	Noel blinked. “In the evening?”

	The corner of Milo’s lips twitched, but he managed not to smile. “Yes. In the evening.”

	“You should have gone home hours ago, Milo.”

	Milo rubbed the back of his neck. “I was working.”

	“Go home. Whatever you were doing can wait until tomorrow.”

	“Do you want me to order food for you? I know I should have done it hours ago, but you were so focused, I didn’t want to bother you.”

	Noel’s stomach chose that moment to growl. He couldn’t remember if he’d eaten lunch, although he was pretty sure Milo had made sure he did. “No, it’s okay. I’ll stop somewhere on my way home.”

	“So you’re leaving, too?”

	“In a bit.” Noel knew not to push himself too much. The case was too important for him to burn out before they even went to court.

	Milo hesitated. “All right. Just... make sure you eat something.”

	Noel smiled. “I will.” He wasn’t used to having someone take care of him. His old assistant had done her job, but nothing more. Milo seemed to care, though.

	“Okay. Call me if you need anything.”

	Noel waited for Milo to leave before slumping back in his chair. God, he was tired. He wanted to close his eyes, but he was afraid he’d fall asleep at the table if he did.

	It was time to go home.

	His phone pinged just as he was getting up. He snatched it from the table and opened the new email, grimacing when he saw it was another one of those emails. Someone wasn’t happy he’d taken Grady’s case, and they were letting him know through threatening texts and emails. It wasn’t the first time he’d been threatened, but this guy, whoever he was, was insistent. Noel couldn’t shake him.

	And since he’d promised Kameron Rhett—one of the shifter council members he’d worked with on more than one occasion—to call if he got another threat, he did just that. He dialed Kameron’s number as he gathered his things and put away the documents he’d been reading. Kameron answered after a few rings, and Noel could hear his kids scream and laugh in the background.

	“Noel?” Kameron asked.

	Noel cleared his throat and pushed the jealousy away at hearing Kameron’s family. “Uh, hi. Am I bothering you?”

	“Of course not. Did something happen?”

	“I got another email.”

	“Fudge!”

	Noel blinked. “That’s some creative swearing.”

	“Zach would kick my butt if I swore in front of the kids. Wait a second. I’m going to my office.”

	“You don’t need to do that. I just called to tell you. I’ll forward you the email, but I’m going home, and there’s nothing to talk about.”

	“We need to do something about this, Noel.”

	“It’s just a few threats, and they’re not even that creative.”

	“They’re still threatening to kill you?”

	“It says they’re going to make sure I can’t work again, but I suppose it’s pretty much the same.”

	“You’re not taking this seriously.”

	Noel sighed. “Not really. I don’t like that whoever is behind this managed to get my email address, but it’s my work one, so really, they could have gotten it from anywhere. I don’t like the threats, either, but I can’t do anything about them, and I’m definitely not going to drop Grady just because of them.”

	“I know. That doesn’t mean you can’t take precautions.”

	Noel rubbed his face. “Can I call you back? I need food and sleep, and I have to be back in the office early tomorrow morning.”

	“All right, but I’m coming over tomorrow. We need to talk about this face to face.”

	“I’ll email Milo and ask him to find you a hole in my schedule.”

	“Call me if anything happens.”

	Noel smiled. “Yes, Dad.”

	“I am old enough to be your father, or even your grandfather.”

	At one hundred years old, he undeniably was. It made Noel feel slightly weirded out that he was attracted to him. The man looked good, even at his age. “I’m going home,” he declared.

	He did just that when they hung up. He grabbed his jacket but didn’t put it on. Mid-October wasn’t cold in San Francisco. He trudged to his car and flopped into the driver’s seat. He was glad he lived in the city, even though he didn’t particularly like it. At least he wouldn’t have to drive much longer than ten minutes before he could get in his bed.

	He placed an order for pizza as he rode the elevator up to his floor. He probably shouldn’t eat pizza, considering how little time he’d been spending in the gym lately, but it was either that or going to bed without eating, and he was pretty sure he’d end up gnawing on his arm in his sleep if he did that.

	He was looking forward to a nice, hot shower, but he knew that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon when he stepped out of the elevator and turned toward his door. It was just cracked open, but it was enough to let him know something was wrong. He never forgot to close and lock his front door.

	He hesitated. He’d promised he’d call Kameron if something happened, but maybe he’d just forgotten to close it. It wasn’t like him, but he couldn’t deny he was worried and often lost in his thoughts lately. He knew it was a bad idea, but before calling Kameron, he wanted to check and make sure something had happened.

	He clutched his cell phone in his hand and pushed the door open. He didn’t have to go far to realize he hadn’t just forgotten to close the door, and he redialed Kameron’s number without looking at his phone.

	“Miss me already?” Kameron joked when he answered.

	“Someone broke into my apartment.”

	The mirth was gone from Kameron’s voice when he asked, “Are you inside?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Leave. Go to the closest public place and wait for me there.”

	“I don’t think there’s anyone inside right now. They just wrote shit on the wall.”

	“I’m not risking it. Leave, Noel. I’ll be there in ten minutes tops.”

	Noel could tell Kameron wasn’t going to change his mind. Besides, he was glad he didn’t have to stay there and stare at the writing on the wall. He didn’t think it was blood, but it sure looked like it—and smelled like it. Okay, so maybe it was blood, but he hoped it wasn’t human. He wasn’t going to stick around to check, though.

	He clutched his bag to his chest and rushed out, closing the door behind him. He locked it, even though he knew Kameron would need to see the place. He could shimmer right inside as far as Noel was concerned.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Roark pushed the weights up. His muscles screamed, but he persevered, keeping his gaze on the ceiling and breathing in and out. He was glad when Ulric, who was standing behind him, rolled his eyes and grabbed the bar. Roark let go and relaxed against the bench under him.

	“You’re gonna hurt yourself one of these days,” Ulric said.

	Roark huffed and sat up. “I’m okay.”

	“For now.”

	“Shut up.”

	Ulric raised his hands. “Fine. Just don’t come crying to me when Win can’t send you out because you’re hurt.”

	“The council will send a Nix to heal me if that happens.”

	“Whatever you say. So, now that you’re done torturing yourself, can we get something to eat? I’m starving.”

	Roark rolled his eyes. “You’re always starving.”

	“True. Pizza?”

	“Whatever.”

	Ulric was going to eat most of the thing anyway. He always had something in his mouth, yet he was thin as a stick. He’d once explained it was because he moved so fast, but Roark liked to tease him. It wasn’t like they had to watch how much they spent on food anyway. The council footed all their bills and paid them for the work they did.

	As far as Roark was concerned, it was a decent life. It wasn’t like he could have anything different anyway.

	“Who’s home?” he asked.

	Ulric hummed. “North, Cora, Armand, and I think I saw Madison.”

	Roark frowned. “I thought she was out on a job?”

	“Maybe she’s already back. Or maybe I’m wrong, and it was someone else.”

	“As if that could happen.” Ulric would never mistake two people for each other.

	All of them were highly trained. It was necessary for their job, and they couldn’t exactly find something else to do. They were all fucked-up, and no one in their right mind would give them a job. The council had, but then the council had use for what all of them could do.

	Ulric bounded the entire way to the kitchen, his phone already in his hand. The converted warehouse all of them shared had state-of-the-art security, which meant Ulric was going to have to go downstairs to get the pizza. They couldn’t exactly let the pizza boy into a place full of trained assassins. The guy would take one look at the weapons on the walls and turn around and run. Then they’d have to take care of him, and that wasn’t something Roark enjoyed.

	It always came to him to take care of those things. The body count would be too damn high otherwise, but he hated having to root around in a person’s mind to erase memories.

	“Cheer up,” Ulric said. “It’s pizza.”

	“Not everyone gets as excited as you about pizza.”

	“Obviously.”

	They were eating when Win found them in the kitchen, and from the expression on his face, Roark could tell one of them was about to be sent on a job. Ulric groaned and held his slice of pizza up. “Why do you always ruin dinner?”

	Win rolled his eyes. “I’m not here for you.”

	Ulric grinned and knocked his shoulder against Roark’s. “Someone’s going to work.”

	Roark ignored Ulric and looked at Win. “Your office?”

	“Please.”

	Their handler was always polite and nice, which was kind of weird, since the bunch of them were loud and mostly rude. Win was their opposite—short and on the plump side, soft-spoken and almost shy. He knew how to deal with them, though, and they all respected the hell out of him. How he’d ended up being the handler for the council’s assassins, Roark didn’t know, but the job fit him.

	Roark flopped into the chair in front of Win’s desk and waited. Win closed the door and went to sit on his side. “You’re leaving as soon as this meeting is over.”

	“Who do I have to kill this time?”

	Roark and the others didn’t always have to get rid of people, but it happened often enough that it was what Roark expected.

	“No one. You’re on protection detail.”

	Roark frowned. “Protection?”

	“Yes.”

	“That’s the enforcers’ job.”

	“Not this time. The order came directly from Kameron Rhett.”

	“The council member?” As if there was another Kameron Rhett.

	“Yes.”

	“Who am I protecting?”

	“He’ll give you all the info you need when you get there. A Nix is already coming to shimmer you. You have five minutes to get ready once you leave the office.” Win bit his lower lip. “I know this isn’t how we usually work. Alpha Rhett doesn’t have a problem with me knowing what you’re doing. The only reason I don’t have a file is that it’s urgent. I’m going to need you to contact me as soon as you have a handle on things to explain what’s going on. And of course, I’ll make sure you have everything you need, although I doubt weapons are in your near future.”

	“Depends on what I’m protecting this guy from.”

	“You let me know, and we’ll deal with it.”

	Roark didn’t like working this way, but he didn’t have a choice. He went where he was sent and didn’t ask questions.

	He got up and went to grab his bag. It was always ready, filled with a few changes of clothes, a toothbrush, and his favorite gun. If he needed anything else, he just had to call Win, and the man would make sure he got it.

	He waved at Ulric when he walked through the kitchen on his way out. A small room on the ground floor of the warehouse had been emptied and was dedicated to the Nix shimmering him and the other assassins in and out. That was the only room they ever saw, although there wasn’t much to see downstairs. That was where the garage was, and while it did contain a high number of vehicles, it wasn’t anything too out of the ordinary.

	The Nix was already there, all blond hair and green eyes. He was wearing the enforcers’ uniform, and Roark wrinkled his nose at it. He hated uniforms. He was lucky he didn’t have to wear one. The Nix held his hand out, and Roark took it. Seconds later, he was in a nice apartment.

	He looked around, searching for the man in charge. He’d never really talked to Kameron Rhett, but he knew him. Who didn’t? He was the guy who’d decided outing shifters was a good idea. Roark honestly wasn’t sure it had been, but it wasn’t like he had contact with any humans. He didn’t have friends, and all the people he knew were shifters or some fucked-up mix like he was.

	“Alpha Rhett is waiting for you in the entrance,” the Nix said, tilting his chin toward the wall in front of them. Roark strode toward the arch that apparently opened in the entrance. There were a bunch of people there—a woman snapping pictures, another one sniffing the wall, and a huge-ass man standing with his arms crossed over his chest. His gaze went to Roark as soon as Roark stepped into the entrance.

	“Alpha Rhett?” Roark asked even though he’d met Kameron at least once that he remembered.

	“I thought I told you to call me Kameron. You’re the guy Win decided to send, then?”

	“Yes.”

	“You know why you’re here?”

	“To protect someone.”

	Kameron dropped his arms to his side and gestured toward the living room. “He’ll be back soon. He went to change into something more comfortable.” They went back to the living room as Kameron explained what was expected of Roark.

	“He’s a lawyer who works with shifters, one of the few. The council doesn’t want anything to happen to him. Have you heard about Becky Lang?”

	Roark frowned. “I don’t watch TV.” But the name was familiar.

	“She was a young woman who was mauled to death, or at least that’s what it looks like. A shifter was arrested for her murder. The man you need to protect is Grady’s lawyer, and he’s trying to prove Grady is innocent. Someone is not okay with that. He’s been getting threatening emails and texts, but this is the first time someone has broken into his apartment.”

	“The writing on the entrance wall.”

	“Yes.”

	Roark knew it had been written in pig’s blood from the smell. The short sentence—you’ll be next—was threatening, even though it didn’t go into details, and he understood why the council needed a protection detail for
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