
Table of Contents

Worth the Risk (Allegheny Shifters, #15)


Sometimes the most dangerous risk is the one worth taking.

Mackenzie never expected to move to the Allegheny Forest amongst shifters, let alone to fall for one. He’s still trying to find his place where he’s not sure he belongs, but when Nico walks into his life, Mackenzie can’t resist him.

As the bobcat alpha heir and a carrier, Nico has spent his life making other people happy. When he meets Mackenzie, he knows he should walk away because having a human partner will complicate his future. Instead, he hides who he is from Mackenzie and falls hard for the only man who sees him for who he really is.

Their secret relationship consists of stolen moments and night visits, but the forest isn’t safe. Silas is still bent on destroying the fragile peace between territories, and he won’t give up. When Nico and Mackenzie find out that Nico is pregnant, they know they won’t be able to continue hiding their relationship—and neither of them wants to.
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MACKENZIE AND HIS FAMILY were about to drive in a forest full of shifters.

He looked out of the car window. Did it make him nervous? Yes, it did. It didn’t matter that he and his family had shifters in their family tree. He’d never met those shifters. He was happy that his grandmother would finally be able to see her brother again, but Mackenzie wasn’t a shifter. No one in his family—in the family he knew—was. Besides, it wasn’t only that they were about to meet a bunch of shifters. They’d stay here for a while. 

Mackenzie had always said he’d do anything for his brother, but he hadn’t expected his brother to ask him to fucking spend his vacation in a forest full of shifters.

He glanced at his father, who was driving. He was humming along with the radio, as if nothing strange was happening. They’d talked about what they were doing before coming, but Mackenzie didn’t understand why his family wasn’t more nervous. They were eager to see Dean, and of course, Mackenzie’s grandmother wanted to see her brother again after decades, but this was still a massive step. No other humans had been allowed into the forest since it had been closed off. The only reason they were was that they had shifters in their family tree. Their grandmother’s brother lived in the forest.

Mackenzie had nothing against shifters. In fact, he didn’t think that keeping them all locked up in the forest was a good thing, but he didn’t know a lot about them. He knew they could turn into animals, and that was about it. He was curious, but also worried.

Was coming here a good idea? 

It hadn’t been a real choice for him. His family was here, so, of course, he was, too. If it had only been Dean, he might not have decided to visit, even though he loved his brother, but everyone had wanted to come, and Mackenzie wasn’t letting them come alone when they didn’t know if they’d be welcomed.

So, here he was.

“There,” his mother said from the passenger seat. “Do you see the gate?”

Mackenzie snorted. “How can I not? It’s massive.”

“People really want to keep them inside, don’t they?”

“Maybe they have good reasons to do so.”

Mackenzie’s mother turned to frown at him. “Don’t say that. You know they’re as innocent as you and I are. The only reason they’re locked up in here is that they can turn into animals, just like Uncle Bellamy.”

“I didn’t mean that they’re monsters or anything like that,” Mackenzie tried to defend himself. “I’m just saying that we don’t know these people.”

“Well, we’re about to,” his father said. 

He slowed down the car as he reached the gate, stopping it next to a guard who seemed to be waiting for them. The guard stepped up to the window, and Mackenzie’s father lowered it. He leaned out to talk to the man, and Mackenzie wondered if the guy was human. 

Mackenzie half expected them to be told to leave, but they’d been invited. They were here because someone wanted them to be and had somehow managed to convince the people in charge that they should be the first human civilians allowed into the forest since it had been closed off. When the gate clicked open, it wasn’t a surprise, but he still sucked in a breath.

Mackenzie’s father nodded at the guard and drove through. Nothing happened as they passed the gate and moved into the forest. The thought of not knowing what would happen next made Mackenzie’s stomach churn, but it only lasted a few moments.

His father stopped the car. Just like everyone else, Mackenzie had noticed his brother waiting for them by the side of the road. He was mostly here for Dean, and he was relieved they wouldn’t have to traipse around the forest looking for him. He should’ve known that Dean would be there as soon as they arrived. Their family had always been close, and they all missed Dean. Mackenzie had so many questions for his brother, but they’d have to wait. He wasn’t the priority today.

He quickly opened his door and jumped out of the car. Dean was on him before he could say anything, pulling him into his arms and hugging him tightly. Mackenzie laughed and hugged him back, and they clung to each other. It had been too long since they’d last seen each other, and even though Mackenzie had doubts about what he and his family were doing, he knew that if it was up to Dean, it was the right choice. Dean had moved into the forest and had made it his home. No matter how much Mackenzie was worried, he knew he wouldn’t regret visiting. Family was everything to him, and being close to Dean and everyone else would be worth it. 

Soon enough, everyone else was out of the cars. Mackenzie let go of Dean so that their mom could hug him, but he didn’t go far. None of them did as they took their turn hugging Dean until he gently pushed them away and made a beeline for their grandmother.

She was the main reason they were here. Well, they wouldn’t be here if Dean hadn’t moved into the forest, but she was here to reunite with her brother. Dean hugged her tightly, and she relaxed in his arms. Mackenzie was close enough to hear her whisper, “You found him.”

“I did,” Dean confirmed. “And you’ll be reunited soon.”

“I can never thank you enough for this.”

“There’s nothing to thank me for. I don’t know if I’d have been able to find them if I hadn’t been sent here for work.”

“But you were sent here for work, and from what you’ve told me, you found a home here. The only thing missing is a partner, and I’m sure that in time, you’ll find someone.” She leaned back and touched Dean’s cheek. “We all want you to be happy.”

Dean smiled. “I am.” 

But Mackenzie could tell that wasn’t the entire truth. Dean was happy for them to be here, of course, but there was something in his expression that told Mackenzie they needed to talk. Hopefully, they’d be able to. At the very least, it would be harder for Dean to use his job as an excuse to keep distance between them while Mackenzie was here. Once the feeling of being overwhelmed faded, the entire family would be on Dean, asking questions about his personal life and expecting answers. They wouldn’t let him shy away.

No one in their family ever did.

* * * *
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“DO WE KNOW ANYTHING about his position right now?” Nico’s father asked.

Nico already knew the answer to that question would be no. No one knew where Silas was. Everyone was looking for him, but the man was smart and sneaky. He knew that if they caught him, things wouldn’t end well for him, so he was making sure no one even saw him. It was obvious that he had help and that someone was providing him with food and a place to lie low, which unfortunately, didn’t make things easier for anyone trying to put an end to his reign of terror, like Nico’s father.

All the alphas were eager to get rid of Silas. Nico was, too, even though he wasn’t an alpha yet. Knowing that Silas was out there, plotting and planning, gave him the creeps. It also made him want to go out and find the guy, but he wouldn’t. He couldn’t afford to, not now that he was the next in line to take his father’s place as the alpha when he decided to retire.

Nico was glad he’d taken the role from his brother. Chris had never wanted to become alpha, and he’d been making himself sick worrying about what would happen when he had to. Nico wished Chris had talked to him sooner, but that didn’t matter anymore. Chris was happy now, living with his partner. Nico missed him, especially in times like these when he had to spend most of his time working, but he wouldn’t have it any other way. Chris deserved to be happy. They both did, but Nico’s happiness would have to wait, and that was fine with him.

He was actually glad that Chris would have nothing to do with Silas. Nico might be the youngest, but it was only by a handful of minutes, and he’d always been protective of Chris. He was glad that Chris was out of this mess. He was still in danger because of who he was, but not in as much danger as their father and Nico were. As long as he stayed close to home, nothing would happen to him. There was no reason for Silas to target him.

“No one has seen him,” the man on the other side of the phone call answered. 

He was on speaker because Nico’s father wanted Nico to hear what was happening. Ever since Nico had agreed to become the next alpha, his father had taken teaching him very seriously. It didn’t help that the situation in the forest had been a mess for the past few months. It seemed like everything was happening now that Nico had stepped up, and it was overwhelming. Nico couldn’t imagine how his father felt, although he had decades of experience being the bobcats’ alpha. It was a good thing that he wasn’t ready to retire yet. Nico wouldn’t have known where to start.

“Of course no one has seen him,” Nico’s father snapped. “What did you expect him to do? He’s hiding.”

“We’re doing everything we can.”

“You need to do more.” 

Nico’s father reached for his phone and hung up without saying goodbye. Nico arched a brow because his father wasn’t usually rude, but he understood the urgency. It felt like no one was doing enough, and allowing Silas to walk around the forest without stopping him was dangerous. It was especially dangerous for alphas and their heirs.

Nico’s father leaned back in his chair and sighed. He closed his eyes, and Nico watched him for a moment. He looked tired. He was pretty sure they all looked tired. He wasn’t the alpha yet, yet he wasn’t getting enough sleep. It wasn’t only because he was working with his father but also because he was so worried that he couldn’t stop his thoughts long enough to fall asleep, and he kept waking up during the night, thoughts of Silas still making him anxious.

“That was a bust,” Nico’s father eventually said.

“But you expected it.”

“I did. Silas is smart, unfortunately for us. He’s not going to let himself be captured, not when he has plans.”

Nico swallowed. “So what do we do?”

“There’s not much we can do. Silas is going to be a danger to all of us until we catch him, and that’s not going to be possible if he doesn’t make a mistake. He will eventually, though. He can’t hide forever, not if he wants whatever he’s planning to work.”

That wasn’t great since it seemed like Silas was planning on killing as many alphas as he could.

Nico’s father straightened his back. “Well, there’s nothing we can do about him now, so let’s go over something else. Have you looked at the reports?”

Nico sighed. “I have.” The financial reports were the most boring thing he’d ever had to deal with, but that, too, was part of being an alpha. He had half a mind to hand that part of the job over to his beta once he was alpha himself, but it would hopefully be a long time until that happened, and in the meantime, his father would demand he know everything about all of this. There would be no getting out of it for Nico.

Sometimes, he wondered why he was even trying. He knew that some people believed he shouldn’t become the next alpha because he was a carrier. Most of the clowder supported him, thankfully, but not everyone. He was sure it would create trouble for him once he took his father’s place, and he wasn’t looking forward to that.

It wasn’t a problem he had to deal with right now, though. Hell, maybe he’d be lucky and by the time his father was ready to retire, no one would care that he was a carrier anymore. His father never had. No one in his family had. They worried, but it was because of everyone else’s reaction, not because of what Nico was.

As for Nico, he didn’t care. He’d always been a carrier, and that would never change. It was who he was, and he was fine with that.

He just hated that it would make his life harder and more complicated.

* * * *
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“WHY ARE WE DOING THIS in badger territory again?” Mackenzie asked.

His brother Peter, who was driving, quickly glanced at him through the rearview mirror. “Because it’s a neutral place.”

“And we needed to do this in a neutral place because?”

“Dean explained it to you, didn’t he? Why are you being a brat?”

“I’m just trying to understand what we’re about to walk in on.”

He stared at the car in front of the one he was in. He’d left his spot to Dean, who’d climbed in with their grandmother. Their parents were also in the car, which meant that it was full and that Mackenzie was stuck with Peter and his wife.

That was okay. It gave him a moment to breathe, and yes, to be a brat.

None of them knew what they would be walking in on. He didn’t like that Dean had felt they needed a neutral place for their family reunion, but Dean knew what he was doing. He was the only one of them who knew these people, and Mackenzie trusted him. He just didn’t feel it boded well for their presence here. It made it sound like most people weren’t happy to have them in the forest. They could leave since they weren’t shifters, but Mackenzie knew his family. They wouldn’t be going anywhere, not until they were ready, and if someone tried to get them to leave, they’d dig their heels in just to be contrary. 

“I think it was smart,” Brooke said. “Besides, Dean knows these people, and we don’t. If he thinks it’s necessary, then it probably is.”

“Which you can’t deny is kind of worrying,” Mackenzie pointed out.

“Can we not?” Peter asked. “Worrying about this won’t help any of us. You’re just making Brooke and me nervous, and that’s the last thing we need.”

Mackenzie pressed his lips together. He didn’t want to worry his family. He was sure that Dean wouldn’t have let them come if it was too dangerous, but that didn’t mean they shouldn’t be concerned. Clearly, though, Mackenzie’s family didn’t want to know that he was, so he’d stop over-sharing his feelings.

He hoped he was wrong. He hoped that everyone would welcome them with open arms, that their grandmother would finally see her brother again, that they could have a nice visit, and that everyone would be happy.

Something told him things would be a little more complicated than that.

He was grateful when they finally entered what had to be badger territory. The guards waved them through, and they soon parked in front of a house. The door opened almost instantly, as if the man who stepped out had been waiting for them. He was in his late fifties, maybe slightly older, and he was smiling. It helped Mackenzie relax. Hopefully, it meant that they were welcome here and that whatever was about to happen wouldn’t be a disaster.

Dean jumped out of the car he was in, then turned and helped their grandmother. She wrapped an arm around his, and he guided her toward the house as Mackenzie and the others joined them. Mackenzie wasn’t sure what to think yet, but the man waiting for them was still smiling.

“Welcome,” he said, looking at every member of Dean’s family in turn.

“Thank you for allowing us to visit,” Mackenzie’s father said, shaking the man’s hand. “I’m John, Dean’s father, and this is my wife, Samantha.”

“I’m Thomas, the badger alpha. It’s a pleasure to have you here. Your family has already arrived and is waiting for you in the living room.”

Mackenzie hesitated, but he was the only one. While his parents glanced at each other, they moved easily, and his grandmother looked more than ready to get this over with. 

Thomas looked at Dean. “Jasper has arrived, too.”

Mackenzie knew that name. It was mentioned in every conversation he had with Dean, be it on the phone or by text. “Oh, Jasper? Your best friend?” Mackenzie teased, knocking his shoulder against Dean’s, sure he’d get a reaction out of his brother.

Dean narrowed his eyes at him. “I asked him to be here so he could meet you.”

Mackenzie slapped his hands together. “What are we waiting for, then?” He was still wary, but this was too good. Besides, Dean wouldn’t lead them into trouble. He trusted these people, and maybe Mackenzie should, too.

Thomas led the way inside, and everyone followed. They ended up in a living room, and everyone inside stopped talking when they walked in. Mackenzie’s grandmother suddenly stopped moving, her attention on an older man who was sitting on one of the couches but was already getting up. The two of them stared at each other.

Mackenzie’s grandmother moved forward.

“Peggy?” the man asked, his voice trembling.

Mackenzie pressed his lips together. He hadn’t expected to feel so emotional, but he could imagine how his grandmother felt. He was close to both his brothers, but especially to Dean, and it would have been hell to be separated from him for something he couldn’t help.

“Don’t tell me you don’t recognize me,” Mackenzie’s grandmother teased. 

It reminded Mackenzie of the way he and Dean teased each other. It was almost like Mackenzie’s grandma and her brother had never been separated.

Bellamy opened his arms, and Mackenzie’s grandmother sobbed as she hugged him. Mackenzie didn’t want to cry, but it was a close thing.

Things went smoothly after that, as if their reunion had broken the ice for everyone in the room. They were introduced to each other, and for some reason, Mackenzie was surprised to realize that he had a whole family he hadn’t known about. Bellamy had built himself a life in the forest. He’d had kids and grandkids.

Mackenzie ended up talking to his cousin—a cousin he hadn’t known he had until now—Galen, who apparently was the future fox shifter alpha. That was going to take some time to get used to, and Mackenzie could see that Galen was a bit wary, too, but they were family. Mackenzie was sure they’d find a way to make it work.

“What would you all think of moving permanently to fox territory?” Jerome, the fox alpha and Mackenzie’s uncle, apparently, suddenly asked, stopping every conversation in the room.

Everyone appeared surprised, including Mackenzie’s father, who’d been talking to the alpha. Mackenzie had no idea what to think of the offer or even if it
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