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      Kiran scrubbed his hands over his face. His skin crawled as he sat in the back of the too-small conference room the Council had dedicated to this hearing. Twenty-five folding metal chairs had been arranged in ranks behind the slightly nicer folding table where Evan Michelakis would be sitting once again when the reconvened. Another table, this one solid mahogany with a nicely lush, forest green banner hiding the legs, had real chairs with proper padding for the Council members to sit in.

      The Councilors had sat there calmly discussing the latest incident in front of all of them as if it was nothing. Evan's words, his pleas for understanding and forgiveness, came first. A full hour of gentle questioning, tearful apologies to the Council but not to any of them sitting in the back of the room, had left Kiran furious. Testifying had 'upset' Evan so badly that he'd been allowed to go lie down while all of the rest of them had a mere ten minutes each to plead their case. But only on the latest attack. All the previous attacks were supposed to be off-limits.

      Latest! That there was a 'latest' incident was a travesty. They'd calmly discussed the latest incident in Seattle as if lives hadn't already been ruined elsewhere. Bland and calm, eyes blank and scents so bored that Kiran wanted to shift and tear their throats out for treating him and all the others as if they didn't count.

      The Seattle pack run by El Ramsey had stood strong together against Evan. He'd shown up for a wedding that he wasn't invited to, inserted himself into the Seattle pack as if he belonged there, and tried to take El's grandson Adrian first as his lover and then as his latest victim. Only Leslie Ackerman's presence stopped it and only because Leslie was one of Evan's earlier victims. He'd seen and recognized what was happening, warning the others and taking on Evan in a battle that switched both Adrian and Leslie into Alphas as well as mates.

      They counted to the Council. No one else did.

      Other than Evan Michelakis, wayward grandson of the previous Head of the Shifter Council, so-called sweet young man who was just lost and lonely and striking out when he wasn't fully accepted by his new packs.

      Damn them.

      This entire inquiry made him want to run for the hills, never to return. Evan Michelakis, repeat offender, treated like a valuable member of the shifter community. Evan, who had attacked and nearly killed a huge number of Betas all across America. Evan fucking Michelakis, finally in custody for a crime they couldn't push to the side though Tai Milburn had, yet again, argued that he needed 'treatment' and 'compassion' rather than punishment.

      Shifters who went feral from abuse needed treatment. Evan Michelakis did not need treatment. He needed a swift kick to the head followed by having his throat ripped out. Or perhaps simply having his throat ripped out. The damage he'd done…

      Kiran's leg hurt.

      He didn't look at the empty, floppy tube of fabric where his leg had been. Two years wasn't enough time to accept the maiming he'd gotten. Frankly, a lifetime wasn't enough. He'd thought that Evan loved him, that he had found his mate, only to have Evan turn on him and nearly kill him.

      Every night since Evan's latest capture, the nightmares had come back. Evan's smile turning vicious and spiteful. The rising anger in his voice as he gestured towards Kiran, who, in the dreams, couldn't move or breathe or fight in any way. Then the shift to wolf and the pain as Evan's fangs tore into Kiran's shoulder, his side.

      Then the bite to his thigh that had done so much damage that the doctors had taken his leg. All the while sighing over the fact that two Betas would fight in such a way. As if Kiran had done something to deserve being savaged that way. They'd talked all through his recovery and therapy about how sometimes relationships broke down. It was no reason for people who loved each other to turn on each other.

      Kiran didn't remember how many times he'd politely and not so politely told people to keep their victim-blaming bullshit away from him. He really should have gotten up when the first half of the hearing ended. Should have gone for a walk on his crutches, gone outside to breathe in the fresh air, warm and languid yet clear as anything, that you could only get in late July in upstate New York.

      Getting away from the willful blindness of Councilor Milburn would have been much more sensible. She refused to look beyond the fact that Evan was a Beta, darling grandson of her predecessor. No matter what anyone said, no matter what proof Kiran or the others provided, it was just Betas fighting. Nothing serious. Nothing worth bothering over. Betas were not violent, not something to worry about.

      If he'd attacked an Omega, well, that would be different.

      Kiran gritted his teeth over the seven times that Councilor Milburn had said exactly that with a dismissive little wave of her hand and a scent of scorn towards Betas who just weren't strong enough, bright enough, worth enough to make it to Alpha. Yeah. He should've left rather than let Milburn infuriate him this way.

      At the same time, he couldn't have done it. Just being in New York was making Kiran shake. They'd lived here. They'd shared a life and an apartment, talked about adopting kids together. Evan had shown every sign of being serious when he said that all his 'youthful battles' were over. He wanted a new life and he wanted it with Kiran.

      Until the point he tried to kill Kiran.

      So, yeah, no going outside. He was staying right here until he got his chance to speak about what Evan had done to him. They weren't going to ignore him or the other victims this time. Not that they could. This time was different.

      Kiran shook his head. At least Leslie Ackerman, who had been attacked, moved to a new life and then managed to get Evan captured for his bullshit, had made a point to find all of Evan's previous victims. He'd notified them all that Evan was still at it, still hurting people, and that the Council would have this hearing. It hurt to think of how many of these Council meetings to address Evan's continuing attacks he'd missed.

      The conference room door opened.

      Kiran didn't look. Too soon to be the Council. Or Evan. So it was either one of the other victims, who were in the same boat he was, or one of Evan's legal defenders. Kiran didn't think he could be polite to the assholes defending Evan, so he hunched his shoulders and glared at the floor while pondering revenge.

      A hand rested on Kiran's shoulder, firm and supportive. That plus the worried scent got Kiran to turn and look. Windsor Arrighetti smiled at him and nodded, scent filled with relief as if delighted he'd gotten Kiran to meet his eyes.

      Windsor raised one eyebrow, scent full of worry for Kiran. Where Kiran's scars only showed when he shifted, or when he tried to stand, Windsor's were with him every time he looked in the mirror. Or when he tried to hear.

      Evan had torn into Windsor's face, transforming his deep black skin into a crisscrossing patchwork of grey scars. The savagery of Evan's attack had taken Windsor's hearing from a combination of the blow to his head plus the infection. That infection had nearly done what the blood loss hadn't. Kiran had read about all of the attacks. Windsor's had made him queasy with the viciousness of it.

      "I'll be fine," Kiran signed. Ten minutes of chatting with Windsor before the hearing had taught him that ASL was better, even in an empty conference room with no distractions, for Windsor's remaining tiny shreds of hearing. That was fine. Kiran taught the kids in his pack ASL, so he was fluent, unlike most of the rest of the people here for the hearing. "Angry."

      "Me, too," Windsor signed back. "I don't understand why they keep giving him so many chances. After everything he's done…"

      Windsor's hands stilled and dropped back to his lap in the same way that spoken words trailed off. Kiran couldn't blame him for it. Kiran was just as dumbfounded by the Council's refusal to take Evan seriously. How many lives did he have to ruin before someone took care of the problem?

      But then, Kiran snorted, it wasn't like he'd attacked an Omega, the pampered and beloved hearts of any pack with their soothing scents. No one would have left him alive if he'd hurt an Omega. Or an Alpha, until the Seattle pack attack. They were only Betas. A Beta or two or three getting hurt didn't matter, now did it?

      

      That was the heart of their negligence. Betas weren't as important as Omegas. They definitely weren't as important as Alphas. They were background, support staff, the grunts who followed orders and got things done. No need to worry about a Beta being hurt. There were dozens more.

      Betas didn't matter.

      "Don't think that way," Windsor signed so sharply that Kiran winced. "We're not expendable at all. And stop thinking about killing Evan. Councilor Milburn will smell it and deny punishment specifically because of it."

      Kiran flinched. He wanted to lie, to say that he hadn't been thinking of charging Evan when he was brought in. Pointless with shifter noses. Everyone would smell it. Instead Kiran sighed and sagged in the hard metal chair.

      "My leg hurts," Kiran said, signed at the same time. "Even after all this time, my leg still hurts. It's not me, my injuries at Evan's teeth, really. Well, it is me. I thought he loved me and then he tore me apart. It's that they keep…throwing Beta lives away. Me. You. What is it? Ten other Betas now? Twenty?"

      "Sixteen," Windsor replied, his scent full of disgust and resignation while his hands lagged the single word into a sigh.

      "Sixteen lives destroyed because the Council won't take Evan as a serious threat," Kiran said. "It's…I feel like it would be worth it. Tearing his throat out and taking the punishment from the Council. It would be worth it just to save anyone else from going through what we all have. I mean, they won't take our suffering seriously. Why will they take our words seriously?"

      Windsor shrugged, his fury and regret acrid in the quiet air of the conference room. "No one knew about the hearings before. No one testified against him. I checked. There's never been a hearing where the previous victims were allowed to speak about what Evan did to them, the cost to them and to their packs."

      Pack.

      The word rocked Kiran back. That was the whole reason he was here, wasn't it? His pack had fractured after Evan's attack. The grief and confusion had torn them apart to the point that they'd split into three packs. One group had merged with another smaller pack in the area. One had stayed there. And the group Kiran had gone with had moved to Montana, to the Flathead Valley where shifters were common and widely accepted.

      Everyone, other than the kids who were too small to remember Evan, still had nightmares. His Alpha, Alinnafe McTaggart, had gotten absolutely militant about knowing where they all were at all times. Their Omega, Ejiro Constantine, had been so traumatized by the attack that xe'd shifted to wolf for months and slowly gone Beta, leaving behind the pampering and care of everyone that went with being the Omega heart of the pack. They didn't have an Omega anymore. None of them could be that open or vulnerable anymore and Alinnafe was too paranoid to let anyone in.
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