
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Love makes people do stupid things for the right reasons.

	 

	 

	When Kyle gets kicked out of his pack, he’s not surprised. Not only is he a tiger shifter living amongst wolves, but with his mother dead, the alpha has no reason to keep him. Kyle is also not surprised when his family decides to follow him. He needs to keep them safe, and he can only think of one way to do that.

	Take over his father’s pride.

	Dennis’s life is finally the way he wants it. With Alpha Carter gone and Gal in charge of the pride, Dennis was able to open his bakery and secure his future. He’ll do pretty much anything to keep things that way.

	Maybe even give up on his mate.

	Kyle didn’t expect to find another man sitting behind his father’s desk, or to like that man. He certainly didn’t expect Gal to let him go after he demanded the pride be handed over to him or for the alpha to try to get to know him.

	Dennis and Kyle will have to choose between the pride and their mate, and neither of them knows how to do so.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Kyle stared ahead. He hadn’t been told why he was in the alpha’s office, but he could take a guess. There was only one reason for his alpha to talk to him so soon after his mother’s death.

	Alpha Davis wasn’t even going to wait a week. Kyle wasn’t surprised, but that didn’t mean he liked it or that he knew what to do.

	“I’m sure you’re wondering why I asked you to come to my office,” Alpha Davis said from behind his desk.

	There were two guards by the door, as if the alpha expected Kyle to attack him. It was ridiculous because Kyle had never attacked him or anyone else, but Alpha Davis had always disliked Kyle. It had nothing to do with Kyle himself and everything to do with who his father was.

	Well, that and the fact that Alpha Davis had been planning to marry Kyle’s mother until she got pregnant with Kyle.

	Kyle should answer Alpha Davis’s question, but what was he supposed to say? They both knew why he was there. He was about to get kicked out of the pack. He wouldn’t have been if his mother was alive, but she wasn’t.

	Grief tightened around Kyle’s heart. He’d lost the person who’d been most important to him, and he didn’t know how to deal with that. His life was missing something massive. How was he supposed to fill the hole his mother’s death had left? He didn’t think he could, and he’d have to find a way to survive the pain.

	Even though Alpha Davis was taking his family from him, too.

	Kyle swallowed. “You asked me to come, and I came.”

	Alpha Davis was silent.

	Kyle could feel the man watching him, but he didn’t look at him. He didn’t need to.

	“We all feel the loss of your mother,” Alpha Davis said. “You know how important she was to the pack and to me.”

	Kyle almost snorted. Yes, he knew how important she’d been to Alpha Davis. He hadn’t cared that she’d never wanted to marry him. He hadn’t cared that her parents wouldn’t have forced her to and would rather have left the pack. He’d wanted to marry her, and he’d been set to do just that.

	Until she’d gotten pregnant. Kyle couldn’t say that his father was any better than Alpha Davis. He barely knew the man, but he’d looked into him, and he disliked what he’d found. Alpha Carter had led the Green Hill pride with an iron fist, and the people who’d left didn’t make it a secret that they thought he was an asshole.

	The last Kyle had heard, the pride members weren’t allowed to leave the house they lived in. At least that wasn’t something Alpha Davis had ever ordered. That would be too hard since the pack didn’t live in one massive house like the pride did. Besides, he liked that his pack earned money, because it meant he did. He didn’t have a job outside of being the alpha, which was fine. It was how things usually worked. That didn’t mean he had to take half the salary of every single pack member, though.

	Kyle didn’t say that out loud. He couldn’t afford to, especially not with the guards standing by the door. “She was important to me and my family, too,” he muttered.

	“And I’m very sorry for your loss. You have to look at things from my point of view, though. You’re a tiger shifter. The pack accepted you because of your mother, but you can’t expect them to continue doing so now that she’s gone.”

	Kyle gritted his teeth. “Are you saying you want me to leave?”

	They both knew that was what Alpha Davis was saying. Kyle wanted confirmation, but he didn’t need it. Decades had passed since Alpha Davis had to let go of Kyle’s mother, but he still resented her and, even more so, Kyle. Even when Kyle was a child, Alpha Davis considered him responsible for his failure to marry Kyle’s mother. His parents had prevented the marriage since she’d become pregnant by another man—another alpha. Kyle still didn’t know if she’d done it on purpose. He knew for sure that she hadn’t wanted to marry Alpha Davis, but she’d never wanted to talk about it. Considering how awful the situation had been, Kyle wasn’t surprised.

	Alpha Davis cleared his throat. “It would be best for everyone. We tolerated you, but you never fit in, Kyle. People are nervous around you, and I don’t want my pack to feel like that. With your mother gone, there’s nothing keeping you here, is there?”

	Kyle almost snapped, but since he didn’t think Alpha Davis would take it well, he stopped himself before doing something stupid. “My family is here.”

	“Well, of course, but they’re wolf shifters. Besides, I’m not telling you that you’ll never be allowed to come back. I just think it would be better if you found yourself a new pack, or even better, a pride. Why don’t you go to your father?”

	Kyle wanted to jump up from the chair and run out. He’d known this was why he was here, and now that he had confirmation, he didn’t need to continue listening to this. But he couldn’t give Alpha Davis even one excuse to mistreat him and his family. He couldn’t afford to.

	Even though Kyle had to leave, his family wouldn’t. They were wolf shifters. His grandfather, brother, and sister deserved to continue living the life they were settled into. Their home was here, with the wolves, and since Kyle wouldn’t put it past Alpha Davis to bother them if he didn’t obey his orders, he needed to keep himself in check. For now, Alpha Davis wouldn’t kick Kyle’s family out. Hopefully, he never would if Kyle went quietly.

	He got to his feet. Alpha Davis winced and leaned back in his chair as if he expected Kyle to attack him. Suddenly, Kyle was exhausted. He’d just lost his mother, and he was being kicked out of the only home he’d ever known. He didn’t have the energy to attack Alpha Davis.

	He quickly bowed his head. “I’ll start packing as soon as I return to my grandfather’s house. You don’t have to worry about me trying to stay.”

	Alpha Davis looked surprised. “You’re not going to argue?”

	“Would it change anything if I tried?”

	“I’m sorry, Kyle, but you just don’t fit in.”

	That much was true. Kyle was a tiger shifter in a pack full of wolves. He had never fit in, but he’d been accepted because of his mother. Kyle didn’t know if Alpha Davis had ever loved her or if he’d convinced himself that what he felt for her was love, and he didn’t care. All of that was in the past now. This wasn’t Kyle’s home anymore.

	Maybe it never had been.

	Kyle bowed again and turned to leave. Alpha Davis didn’t try to stop him. Neither did the guards. They allowed Kyle to walk out of the office without saying anything. Kyle didn’t relax until he was out of the alpha’s house. With every step, he felt he was leaving part of his life behind. He didn’t know how to stop it from happening. He wasn’t sure he could.

	What was he supposed to do? This was the only home he’d ever had. He might have expected Alpha Davis to kick him out, but he thought he’d have more time. He was still mourning his mother and hadn’t even started to think about what his next step would be.

	Beyond packing and leaving, anyway.

	He made his way to his grandfather’s house, where their entire family had lived. They still did, except for Kyle and his mother. He hated that he would have to leave his siblings and his grandfather behind. He didn’t want to, but he didn’t have a choice.

	They were waiting for him when he walked in. Jennifer jumped up from her chair at the kitchen table and rushed toward Kyle. One look at his expression seemed to be enough, because she threw herself into his arms.

	He caught her easily. She was more than ten years younger, and even though she was twenty-one now, she’d always be his baby sister.

	“What happened?” their grandfather asked as he rose from his seat.

	Kyle’s brother, Christopher, snorted. “What do you think happened? We all know what the alpha wanted.”

	He was leaning against the kitchen counter, looking like he wanted to strangle someone, possibly Alpha Davis. Kyle had to be careful with what he said because he didn’t want his brother to get into trouble. Christopher probably would once Kyle was gone, though.

	Kyle’s life was unraveling around him, and he didn’t know how to stop it.

	He doubted he could.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Gordon, there’s another tray to take up front,” Dennis called out.

	It took a moment for Dennis’s apprentice to poke his head into the bakery kitchen. There was a smudge of what had to be sugar on his nose when he did, a sure sign he’d been poaching some of the pastries.

	Dennis rolled his eyes. He didn’t know how many times he had to tell his apprentice and his assistant that they could eat whatever they wanted. They always hid it, as if they expected him to fire them if he found out.

	“Where do you want these?” Gordon asked as he grabbed the tray of doughnuts.

	“Ask Shirley. She’s the one in charge of the displays.” And of anything that had to do with the customers.

	Dennis loved to bake, but he’d rather not deal with the people coming in and out of the bakery every day. They were noisy and demanding, and things had been awkward when he’d still run everything on his own. He wasn’t someone who enjoyed crowds and talking to people, so finding Shirley had been a godsend.

	Gordon eyed the doughnuts, and Dennis knew what would happen. He had to suppress a smile.

	“I kept a few doughnuts for you and Shirley, so don’t start eating the ones on the tray,” he warned.

	Gordon’s cheeks went red. He wasn’t quite young enough to be Dennis’s son, but there were enough years between them that Dennis felt brotherly toward Gordan—like a much older brother. Gordon was only twenty-two, and his messy hair, freckles, and ever-present smile betrayed his youth. Sometimes Dennis wished he could still be as hopeful and fresh, but he was almost forty, and he was tired, even though as a shifter, he was still young.

	“Sorry, boss,” Gordon muttered.

	“Don’t worry about it.”

	Gordon straightened his back and disappeared with the tray. Dennis could hear him talk to Shirley, and he listened for a moment. They weren’t saying anything important, but knowing they worked for him at his bakery made Dennis want to puff up with pride.

	After Alpha Carter had left, Dennis had hoped things would get better, but it had been hard to believe he would finally be able to do something with his life. Like every other pride member, he’d been forbidden to work by their alpha. They hadn’t even been allowed to leave the house, and Dennis had been confined to the kitchen. Even there, he hadn’t been allowed to do what he wanted. He’d known better than to make waves.

	But all of that was over. The pride had a new alpha, and thanks to him, Dennis had been able to make the one dream he’d ever had come true. He’d opened the bakery.

	The door between the kitchen and the front of the store opened again, and Gordon reappeared. “Liam and Gal are here.”

	Dennis looked down at himself. He was a bit messy, but they probably expected it. Still, he quickly took off his apron, washed his hands, and gestured at the oven. “Keep an eye on those for me, will you? I don’t think I’ll be long, but you know what to do if I am.”

	Gordon’s eyes went wide, but Dennis didn’t wait for him to ask if he was sure. He was training Gordon to be a baker, which meant Gordon would have to start doing things on his own. For now, he was an apprentice, but he was good enough that eventually he would become better. Dennis didn’t have children, and he didn’t know what would happen to the bakery when he retired. Thankfully, he had many years of work to do before that happened.

	But he wanted Gordon to know that the bakery was his, too. Gradually he’d be more comfortable doing things on his own, and he was old enough to take on some of the responsibilities Dennis shouldered. Hopefully, he wouldn’t burn down the bakery.

	Dennis pushed open the door and stepped into the bakery proper. The first word that came to mind every time he walked in was cozy. He didn’t spend a lot of time in this area of the bakery, but when he’d decided to open the place, he’d had a precise image in mind, and he’d followed it. He loved the dark wood of the chairs and tables, the many plants, and the soft lights.

	Shirley was serving a woman who was pointing at the pastries behind the glass of the counter. Several people were seated in the room, sipping coffee and eating the pastries they’d bought. Dennis hadn’t been sure when Shirley had suggested adding a corner with coffee and tea, but she’d promised she would take care of it by herself, and it had brought more customers in.

	Liam and Gal stood behind the woman. Dennis waved at them to step to the side. He hadn’t been sure about Gal when he’d first arrived in Green Hill, but thanks to him, the pride was flourishing.

	“What do you want?” Dennis asked, gesturing to the counter.

	“Can I get a doughnut? They look delicious,” Liam said.

	Dennis grinned. “Whatever you want.”

	Liam’s eyes sparkled. “I’d like two, then. One chocolate, and what’s that pink and green one?”

	“Watermelon.”

	Liam wrinkled his nose. “That sounds weird. I think I’ll stay safe and get a salted caramel one.”

	Dennis nodded and grabbed one of the paper boxes they used for the pastries. He picked the best-looking doughnuts for his alpha mate, then turned to his alpha. “Gal?”

	“I think I’ll try the watermelon one.”

	It was a seasonal doughnut that Dennis had wanted to try, and he was glad he had. The weather was warm, and people wanted things that tasted fresh. Well, except Liam, who was happy with chocolate and salted caramel.

	Dennis added a watermelon doughnut to the box. Gal moved toward Shirley to pay, but Dennis shook his head. “On the house.”

	“You can’t keep offering us free things every time we come around,” Gal pointed out.

	“I can certainly try. This place wouldn’t be open if it weren’t for you, so as far as I’m concerned, you can have all the free doughnuts you want.”

	“I’m not going to say no to that,” Liam said.

	Dennis could hear the humor in his voice. More than that, he knew Liam, so he knew the alpha mate would never take advantage of his position, not even to get free doughnuts. He was happy to go with it when Dennis insisted, but if Dennis didn’t say anything, he’d be in line with Gal to pay for the pastries.

	Liam winked, grabbed the box, and then moved toward one of the tables. Gal stayed behind, so Dennis waited. He was used to this. Gal checked in on the businesses he’d helped open as often as he could.

	“Everything all right with the bakery?” Gal asked.

	He was talking to Dennis, but his gaze followed his mate through the bakery. There were no dangers here except the scalding coffee, but Gal was always like that. It made Dennis wonder if he would be the same with his mate.

	He was fine on his own. He didn’t need a mate when he had everything else he could ever want—the house that finally felt like a home, a pride that supported him through every problem, and a job he loved. He’d hated his life before, but not anymore. Not since Gal had arrived.

	Dennis was working hard to repay the alpha and the pride, even though it wasn’t necessary. Gal had been clear when he’d offered Dennis his help. The pride had helped buy the bakery, and while Gal was fine with Dennis repaying him, there was no rush. This would never have happened if Alpha Carter had still been the leader. Dennis owed his new life to Gal, and that wasn’t something he would ever forget. He would be loyal to his alpha, whatever happened.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“I can’t believe he kicked you out,” Kyle’s grandfather said.

	Kyle could believe it easily. He’d known this was coming, and he suspected his grandfather had, too. He hadn’t said anything, but their entire family was aware of how Alpha Davis felt when it came to Kyle.

	Kyle had ruined Alpha Davis’s future with his mother. He’d taken his mother away from the alpha, and now, Alpha Davis would take Kyle’s home away from him. He could use the excuse that Kyle didn’t belong and that, as a tiger, he shouldn’t live with wolves, but it was bullshit. Alpha Davis resented Kyle’s existence. He hated that because of Kyle, Kyle’s mother hadn’t married him.

	There was also the fact that Kyle’s father was an alpha. He wasn’t the alpha of their pack, but he had a pride. Kyle had no say in how the pack was led, but as an alpha’s son, he might get it into his mind that he should take over the pack. Alpha Davis had several children, including an heir, but he was still afraid of Kyle.

	It was ridiculous. Kyle didn’t want to be an alpha. He’d never wanted to be, and he doubted that would change. The problem was that there was only one other place where he could go, and he didn’t know how his father would react.

	“He can’t do this,” Christopher said, anger clear in his voice. “You were born here. You grew up here. This is your home as much as ours, and no one cares that you’re a tiger shifter.”

	That wasn’t true. Christopher
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