
        
            
                
            
        

    
	No one deserves to be caged.

	 

	 

	Ryland is content with his life. His brother is finally safe, and they can both settle down in Rosewood. The only thorn left in Ryland’s side is Fulton and his auctions, but the pack is working on stopping him.

	Mercer knew Ryland was his mate as soon as he met him, but so far, he hasn’t found the right moment to tell him. He has finally found a home in Rosewood after drifting for so long, but while his life is here, Ryland’s isn’t.

	Or maybe, it is.

	Ryland isn’t going anywhere now that he has Pembroke back, and when he and Mercer end up locked in a closet and Mercer confesses Ryland is his mate, he’s surprised but ready to give it a go. Can he convince Mercer that he isn’t leaving? And together with the pack, can they finally close Fulton’s operation and make him pay for everything he did to Pembroke and so many other shifters?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“She did what?” Ryland asked. His hand tightened around his phone. He took a deep breath and told himself to relax.

	“She snuck out the back while Tony was restraining her ex,” Braden answered with a huff. “We found her in her car with another guy. This isn’t what I signed up for when I agreed to work for you and Remi.”

	Ryland pinched the bridge of his nose. “I realize that. I’m sorry I had to assign you and Tony to this client, but with everything that happened, you were the only ones available. I’ll cancel her contract right away. She knew what she was signing, and in the contract, she agreed to obey the orders of the bodyguards assigned to her. Clearly, she didn’t.”

	It wasn’t a surprise. Ryland was used to dealing with more or less famous people. He and Remi owned a security company, and a lot of their work came from that. With the Internet, everyone could be famous these days, including this client. She was an influencer who’d contacted their company because she thought someone was following her. So far, Ryland hadn’t been able to find any proof of that. Neither had Tony and Braden, who were following the client around. That wouldn’t be so bad if the client weren’t trying to make their lives harder. She was supposed to listen to what her bodyguards said, but instead, she’d created trouble and had snuck out on them.

	“If it makes you feel better, I don’t think there’s anyone following her. I haven’t seen any signs of it, and I’ve looked for that.”

	“I’ll make sure to tell her that when I call her.” Ryland trusted Braden. He had to, now that he’d moved to Rosewood permanently. He couldn’t be as hands-on with the company as he’d been before, but if he had to choose between the company and his brother, it would be easy.

	He’d been looking for Pembroke for too long. Now that he had him back, he wasn’t going anywhere. Rosewood was the safest place for his brother, which meant Ryland would stick around, too.

	The problem was that under any other circumstances, Remi would have been back at home, taking care of the business. That wouldn’t be possible since Remi and Pembroke had fallen in love, which meant that both Ryland and Remi were moving to Rosewood.

	All of this gave Ryland a headache if he thought too hard about it. He had too much to deal with and not enough hours in the day. Before, he’d dedicated most of his time to work, and he hadn’t minded. It had been a way to distract himself from the knowledge that his brother was out there somewhere, probably being hurt. It had been easier to focus on work than on what was happening to Pembroke.

	But Pembroke was safe now, which meant that Ryland could and should slow down. It was hard to let go of the control over the company, though, which was why he’d been working overtime. Doing everything from Rosewood wasn’t easy, but thankfully, the Internet made everything smoother. Ryland and Remi would still have to take some business trips, and they had to find someone they trusted who was willing to be in charge of their main office, but Ryland was sure that eventually everything would slow down and he’d be able to enjoy his time with Pembroke in their new town.

	That was going to be a big change. Ryland had always lived in big cities, but Rosewood was small. He’d also always lived in apartments on his own, while the Rosewood pack was very close and didn’t think anything of visiting and asking how he was. That might partly be because Ryland was still living with the alpha, but he wouldn’t be for long. His home was almost ready, and he couldn’t wait to have his own space.

	“I’m really sorry this didn’t work out,” Braden said.

	“You have nothing to be sorry about. You did your job. There are always difficult clients, but I won’t allow anyone to disrespect the people who work for me.” Especially when they were as good at their job as Braden.

	He was ex-military, which was why Remi and Ryland had been excited when he’d asked if they had work for him. He was Remi’s friend, and while Ryland didn’t know him as well, he’d worked with him long enough to respect him. That was one of the reasons he wouldn’t allow anyone to disrespect him. Braden took his job seriously, and the least the clients could do was do the same.

	Ryland would be happy to get rid of this client in particular. She’d been nothing but trouble since she’d hired them, sneaking away from the people who were supposed to protect her, lying, and not caring one bit about her safety. It was why Ryland had doubts that someone was actually following her, but he hadn’t wanted to risk it, so he’d asked Braden to check and keep her safe.

	Braden was one of the people who’d helped Ryland get his brother back, and Ryland trusted him with his life. He wouldn’t force him to continue dealing with this, no matter how much the client was paying them.

	The phone call with Braden was the easiest part of Ryland’s day. After they hung up, he had to call the client to tell her that she’d broken the contract she’d signed, which meant they were out. She wasn’t happy when Ryland explained why he was making this decision, and after the first few threats, he hung up on her. He called the people back at the office to warn them about what had just happened, then leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes.

	He was used to spending a lot of time in front of his computer, but he’d had enough for today. Maybe taking a break would help.

	With his ears still ringing with the harsh voice of his ex-client, he left the bedroom he was staying in and headed to the kitchen.

	It was odd to share a house with other people. He’d never had roommates, and after leaving home to go to college, he’d lived on his own. Thankfully, the house was big, and only a few other guest bedrooms were occupied. This was the alpha’s house, which meant that anyone in the pack was welcome to stay in one of the guest rooms if they needed it.

	Sometimes Ryland’s mind still couldn’t make sense of everything he’d learned recently. He’d known about shifters all his life, but he’d never been a part of their community. Even after his father had married Pembroke’s mother and Pembroke was born, Ryland’s life had been with humans.

	Then Pembroke had vanished. It had forced Ryland to reach out to people, including shifters, and now he was a member of a shifter pack.

	He wouldn’t have it any other way.

	When he stepped into the kitchen, he found Angus and Cam sitting at the table, talking over coffee. They both smiled at him but didn’t pause their conversation. Ryland went to the coffee pot to pour himself a cup, listening in.

	“I just don’t know where we can go from here,” Angus said. “We have all the information from Colbert’s phone, but I don’t think it’s enough, and we haven’t been able to hack into Fulton’s system. If we want to take down the entire operation, that’s what we need to do, unfortunately. It’s where all the details we need will be.”

	“What about Pamela?” Ryland asked as he leaned against the counter. “She’s Fulton’s girlfriend, isn’t she?”

	“She is, which is the only reason we allowed her into pack territory,” Cam explained. “But I won’t have her continue threatening my people, and she hasn’t helped us, anyway. She might be Fulton’s girlfriend, but something tells me she doesn’t really matter to him.”

	“I don’t think many people matter to Fulton beyond himself.” Ryland knew that kind of person.

	Fulton and his friends hadn’t seen anything wrong with kidnapping shifters, selling and buying them, and hurting them in the worst ways. He didn’t think those people knew how to love or even care for people.

	Which made things more complicated. They might have been able to use Pamela if she’d mattered to Fulton, but as it was, they’d have to find another way into Fulton’s security system. They were still working on it, and they wouldn’t stop until they had what they wanted.

	They needed the name of every single person who’d participated in the auctions. Ryland wanted to hope they’d be able to recover all the shifters who’d been involved, too, but it probably wouldn’t happen. Considering the way these shifters had been treated, the best Ryland could hope for was to find out what had happened to them.

	Ryland had made it his mission to take down this operation, and he would. His brother and every single person they’d hurt deserved to see the people who’d hurt them pay.

	And Ryland would take a lot of pleasure in it.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Grab his arm,” Mercer said, watching the two men fighting on the mats.

	Bryson flashed him a smile, grabbed Robert’s arm, and pulled. Robert yelped and rolled away, allowing Bryson to get back to his feet. Robert quickly followed, and the two started circling each other again.

	Mercer walked on until he reached the end of the mats. Carey and Lennox stood there quietly talking to each other. A lot of the time, Mercer felt like he was intruding when he interrupted the twins. They always seemed to be having private conversations, even when people surrounded them.

	But Carey never hesitated to pull anyone who came close enough into those conversations, and today wasn’t any different. He beamed when he saw Mercer, then waved him closer.

	“I was telling Lennox that things are going well. What do you think? Are they ready?”

	Mercer turned toward the other people in the gym.

	He’d never imagined himself doing this kind of work, but he liked it. He was surprised by that but also grateful to have been given this opportunity. He wouldn’t be here without the twins. They’d called him of all people when the pack had needed help, and Mercer had surprisingly found a home here. Carey and Lennox had, too, which was good, because the three of them were friends.

	Mercer’s people were solitary. They didn’t live in packs like most other shifters. More often than not, they didn’t even live in family units, with the exception of mates. Mothers usually raised their children until they were adults, then left them, which was what had happened to Mercer.

	He didn’t mind. It was how things were, and he was used to being on his own. He’d made friends over the years, including the twins, and he’d believed he was content with his life. Then Lennox had called and told him that someone needed help. The pack had become a beacon of hope and safety for rare shifters like Lennox and Carey, but they needed help. They needed protection and training to defend themselves and their home, and Mercer had been happy to provide that. He’d expected his role to only last a few weeks, yet here he was, a pack member.

	“Hello,” Carey said as he waved his hand in front of Mercer’s face. “You’ve been distracted lately.”

	Mercer shrugged. “I was just thinking. Some of these people are ready, but not all of them. We need to keep an eye on those who need more help.”

	Carey grinned. “I’ll make sure they’re ready.”

	It sounded like a threat more than a promise, which wasn’t surprising with Carey. Between him and Lennox, Carey definitely was the evil twin. He was also a great friend, so Mercer didn’t mind.

	“You have been distracted, though,” Carey continued. “Do you have someone on your mind?” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Maybe a handsome someone who always wears suits and owns a security company?”

	Mercer would have rolled his eyes if Carey hadn’t been right. If he didn’t want his friend to realize something was up, he needed to be careful how he answered this question. Carey might not look like it, but he was observant. It didn’t surprise Mercer that Carey had noticed Mercer watching Ryland.

	How could he not? He’d realized he and Ryland were mates when Ryland had first arrived in Rosewood. He’d been stunned that his mate was a human, but he didn’t mind. From what he’d seen, Ryland was a good person, which was all that mattered. The fact that he was incredibly handsome and exactly Mercer’s type was a bonus.

	But Mercer hadn’t told Ryland that he was his mate. When Ryland had arrived in Rosewood, he’d been frantically trying to find his brother, who’d been gone for years. They’d all been focused on getting Pembroke back and on the auctions, and Mercer hadn’t wanted to take time or focus away from that. He’d known Ryland would be torn between his brother and his mate if he told him what was happening, so he hadn’t.

	But that situation was over now. They’d found Pembroke, and he lived with the pack now. Mercer didn’t have a reason not to talk to Ryland anymore, but he still hadn’t.

	“Look at him,” Carey said. “He’s thinking about his boyfriend again.”

	“Leave him alone,” Lennox said with a grunt.

	“I just want to know why he hasn’t talked to Ryland yet. I’m pretty sure Ryland’s been staring at Mercer’s ass every time they’re in the same room. I caught him a few times.”

	Mercer bit his lower lip so he wouldn’t grin. He liked hearing that Ryland was watching him, but Ryland was human. He didn’t know they were mates, and he wouldn’t find out until Mercer was honest with him.

	It should have been the easiest thing to do, but it wasn’t. Even though Mercer didn’t have an excuse not to talk to Ryland anymore, he still panicked at the thought of being honest with him.

	One of the reasons was that Ryland didn’t belong here. He’d come to Rosewood to find his brother, but now that Pembroke was safe, he’d return home. Where would that leave Mercer? Would he have to choose between his mate and the only place that had ever felt like home?

	He’d have to choose, and even though he’d always choose his mate, he didn’t want to have to think about any of this. It was easier not to say anything to Ryland and watch him leave.

	His serpent disliked that thought. Mercer didn’t blame him, because he felt the same, but fear guided his actions—fear of rejection, of not being enough, of Ryland choosing to go back to his old life.

	A screech made the three of them jump. Mercer quickly looked around to find where the sound had come from. He wasn’t at all surprised when he found that one of the training fights had turned into a catfight.

	It took him a moment to recognize the opponents. Crystal had jumped onto the back of the man she’d been fighting. She’d wrapped her arms around his neck and was leaning forward, partially covering his face. He was trying to dislodge her, but she clung to him like a koala as she scratched his face. Mercer had no idea what had happened, but Crystal didn’t usually lose her patience, which meant that whoever she was fighting with had been a dickhead and had pushed her to her limit.

	Mercer strode forward. “Crystal, let go,” he barked when he reached them.

	Crystal looked at him with wide eyes. She hesitated for a moment, which was when the dickhead she’d been fighting with decided to act. He grabbed her arms and leaned forward, pulling her as he went. She landed on her back, and the harsh sound made Mercer wince. That had to have hurt.

	The man moved to straddle her, but Mercer had enough.

	“Stop moving,” he snapped. “What the fuck is happening here?”

	The man turned around, and after recognizing him, Mercer easily understood why Crystal had snapped. Unfortunately for her, she’d been paired with the worst of the guards. Philip was everything wrong in the world. He was homophobic, hated women, and thought they belonged in the kitchen. He always had something to say about the fact that women were allowed to be guards and trained with him and the other men, but Cam needed all the help he could find to protect his people, which unfortunately included Philip.

	“He touched me,” Crystal said as she sat up.

	Mercer gritted his teeth. “I’m going to take a wild guess that it was inappropriate?”

	“There was no need for him to grab me there while we were fighting.” Crystal looked like she was on the verge of tears.

	A hand clasped Mercer’s shoulder, and he turned to see Carey staring at Philip with an evil smile on his face. “Take care of Crystal. I’ll take care of Philip,” he said as he stepped forward.

	Philip’s eyes widened, and he stumbled back. Mercer wished he could stick around to see what Carey was about to do, but someone needed to take care of Crystal.

	She was here to get better at fighting and protecting her pack, and instead, she had to deal with this kind of assault. It wasn’t fair, and Mercer would make sure that Cam knew what had happened. He might need every guard to do their part, but not like this. Not at the cost of the safety and dignity of others.

	“We’ll talk after work,” Lennox said.

	It looked like Mercer wouldn’t get out of telling his friends what was happening with Ryland.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Ryland wasn’t sure how it happened, but his quick coffee had turned into an impromptu meeting in the kitchen. Ryland had sat down with Cam and Angus to talk for a bit, and then more people had arrived.

	The problem was that no one knew what to do. Ryland was committed to taking down the entire operation, but without knowing where to start, it wouldn’t be easy. This was important to both him and Pembroke. No matter how much Ryland wanted to shield his brother from his past, he couldn’t. Pembroke was an adult, and now that he was with Remi, he had support. Remi could help Pembroke in ways that Ryland would never be able to
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