
        
            
                
            
        

    
	You can’t make everyone happy, no matter how hard you try.

	 

	 

	Wallace has only ever wanted one thing—to make his father proud. It’s the only reason he’s training to become a council assassin, but he’s not sure he’ll ever be able to go into that line of work. The problem is that his father won’t take no for an answer.

	Hawthorne has known Wallace is his mate since the first day of training. He’s too old and grumpy for the young man, so he’s been hiding his scent from him while he tries to find a way out of it, even though he’s not sure he wants to lose Wallace.

	When Wallace’s father decides to pull him out of the program, Hawthorne knows he has to do something, and not only for himself. He suggests that Wallace could stay with him for a few days.

	And only later realizes that the spray he uses to hide his scent is empty.

	Wallace can’t keep hiding forever, but after finding out Hawthorne is his mate, he wants to. But if he wants to be a worthy mate, he has to finally stop trying to make his father happy and focus on himself instead.

	And on Hawthorne.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“And you should see him smile,” Kerwin said.

	He was beaming, and Wallace had to press his lips together to resist the urge to ask if he was talking about Fergus or their son.

	Honestly, it could be either. Kerwin was so completely in love with both of them that it was hard to watch some days. Wallace wasn’t in love with Kerwin or anything like that, far from it. Kerwin was one of his best friends, and he was so happy for him. Kerwin had found his mate, and while it was early in their relationship, they already had a child, since they’d adopted Fergus’s nephew. The baby was doing great, as was Kerwin, and Wallace was happy for the little family.

	He was also a bit jealous. He wanted a mate, too. He wanted someone who would love him for who he was and wouldn’t demand he change and do what they thought was right. It felt like too much to ask, so focusing on Kerwin’s happiness and living vicariously through him was easier.

	Kerwin knew what he wanted. He always had, at least since Wallace had met him. Kerwin wanted to be a council assassin, and as soon as he’d met Fergus, he’d wanted him, too. He’d wanted to adopt Fergus’s nephew when Fergus’s sister had decided she didn’t want him. He had all of that now. He had all he’d ever wanted.

	Wallace was the opposite. He had no idea what he wanted to do with his life. He just knew what he didn’t want—to be here, training to become a council assassin.

	“Less talking and more training,” Jamison said as he walked past them.

	His expression was severe, but Wallace was pretty sure there was a twinkle of mirth in his eyes. Jamison was Fergus’s best friend, which had to be weird since he was one of the trainers at the facility, but they were making it work. Sometimes it felt more like a big family than a bunch of people who wanted to become professional killers, but Wallace supposed that he felt that way because his own family was dysfunctional. He’d seen more love and affection in the group of trainees than he had at home.

	“Yes, sir,” Kerwin answered.

	Jamison rolled his eyes but didn’t tell Kerwin to stop being a smart ass. That was probably because he was over at Kerwin and Fergus’s home at least once a week, usually more often. He was the baby’s honorary uncle, along with Wallace and Seymour. That kid would never have to worry about anything because he was surrounded by people who would do anything for him.

	Including killing someone.

	Well, that wouldn’t be Wallace, or at least, he hoped it wouldn’t have to be. He might be training to become a council assassin, but he was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to kill anyone even if he tried. Technically, he knew how to do it. But the thought of blood made him queasy, and the thought of taking a life, even the life of someone who deserved it, made him want to run away screaming, which wasn’t great when he was supposed to be a professional killer.

	But that wasn’t something Wallace wanted to worry about right now. He didn’t want to worry about it at all, but he would have to eventually. This training wouldn’t last forever. He still had a good year ahead of him, but eventually he’d graduate and have to show his trainers and his father what he’d learned and that he deserved to be hired by the council.

	He wasn’t sure he did.

	Seymour stepped back onto the training mats to face off with Orlando, but Kerwin stayed with Wallace. Wallace had just gotten his ass kicked by Ridge, and he needed a moment to recover before he went back out there. He was used to getting his ass kicked, but that didn’t make it any easier to deal with.

	Kerwin knocked his shoulder against Wallace’s. “Everything okay?”

	There was real concern in his voice, which made Wallace feel guilty. Kerwin had better things to focus on than him. He shouldn’t be worrying about him but rather about the family he had at home. “I’m fine. Why shouldn’t I be?”

	“Yes, you’re right. It definitely sounds like you’re fine,” Kerwin teased.

	He wasn’t wrong. Wallace had never been great at lying, which was why he was a disappointment to his father. He’d tried to act enthusiastic about coming here and becoming a council assassin, but like always, his father had seen right through him. He hadn’t been happy, and every time they saw each other, he reminded Wallace that this was his only chance to make him proud, something Wallace already knew and didn’t need to hear time and time again.

	“Seriously,” Kerwin said, his voice softer. “I don’t like that you’ve been so down lately. What’s going on with you?” He hesitated. “Is it your father?”

	That was the one person Wallace didn’t want to talk about. “Tell me more about the baby.”

	“Nope. If you want to know more about Theo, you’ll have to tell me more about you.”

	“There’s nothing to tell. You spend every day with me. What do you think I’m hiding?”

	Wallace grabbed his bottle of water to give himself something to do. He wanted to distract Kerwin, but he knew better. His best friend wouldn’t be distracted when it came to his happiness, which was a problem, because Wallace didn’t believe in happiness for himself.

	He cracked open the bottle and drank half of it as Kerwin stared at him. He was thinking about what he could tell Kerwin to get him to back down, but nothing came to mind. He looked around, hoping Jamison or even Hawthorne would walk past and tell them to stop wasting time, but of course when he needed them to do that, they were nowhere to be found.

	“Fine,” Kerwin eventually said. “I’ll let it go for now, but not forever. I don’t want to force you to talk about your father or anything else, but something’s eating at you, and you need to talk about it. Even if you don’t want to talk to me, you can’t continue being so unhappy.”

	Wallace bit the inside of his cheek and tried hard not to blurt everything out. He might not want to talk about his father, but at the same time, he wanted someone to know how unhappy he was. Who better than his best friend?

	But Kerwin had his own life and his own problems. Wallace shouldn’t burden him with his, especially when there was nothing Kerwin or anyone else could do about it. Wallace was the only person who could change things, but he already knew he wouldn’t.

	He never changed anything. He was here because he wanted to please his father and finally make him proud, but he hadn’t succeeded so far. He didn’t think he ever would, but this was his only constant in life, and it was impossible for him to let it go. No matter what happened or what he was doing, he always thought about what his father would say.

	It was never good.

	Something heavy landed on the mat in front of them, and they looked up to see Seymour on his back, staring at the ceiling. He stayed like that for a second, and Wallace wondered if something was wrong. Had he hurt himself?

	Thankfully, Seymour groaned and sat up. Orlando rushed to his side and offered him a hand to get him back to his feet, but Seymour waved him off and got up by himself. Wallace breathed easier once he was sure his friend was okay, but he couldn’t help but wonder how this would work if they were ever sent on a mission together. Would Wallace be more focused on keeping his friends safe than he would be on killing their target? How was he supposed to change that?

	He didn’t know, and so far, he hadn’t found out. He would have to eventually, though. It would be several months before any of them was sent on a mission with one of the existing council assassins, but that time was coming way too fast for Wallace’s taste. Wallace didn’t know what he’d do once he was on that mission and had to kill his target.

	He’d come up with something. He’d have to.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Like always, it took all of Hawthorne’s self-control not to go to Wallace’s side. Hawthorne’s bear kept pushing at him to check on their mate, but the more distance Hawthorne kept between them, the better it would be. The spray he used to conceal his scent worked well, but he didn’t want to risk Wallace finding out that they were mates and that he’d been hiding it from him.

	It hadn’t been easy. On the first day of training, when Hawthorne had realized Wallace was his mate, he hadn’t been using the spray yet. He hadn’t had a reason to, and he hadn’t expected one of the trainees to be his mate. All of them were adults, even Wallace, who was twenty-five. He was young for a shifter but not a kid, and Hawthorne should have behaved like an adult and gone to him straight away.

	He hadn’t. Instead, he’d run the other way and had hidden what they were to each other ever since. Once he’d started, it had been almost impossible to stop. How was he supposed to? He couldn’t go up to Wallace and tell him they were mates, especially not while using the spray. Wallace would think he was lying and that he was a weirdo, which wasn’t something Hawthorne wanted to happen. He supposed he could stop using the spray, then approach Wallace, but what would Wallace do then? He’d be angry and disappointed, and Hawthorne didn’t want to be the person who did that to him.

	He wasn’t supposed to be Wallace’s mate. He was sure there had been a mistake, and he was still waiting for Fate to fix it. There was no way Wallace could be stuck with Hawthorne for the rest of his life. Wallace was young, and until recently, he’d been a happy kind of person. He was always smiling, chatting with his friends, and making people around him smile. Things had changed, and Hawthorne knew exactly when it had started.

	But it was none of his business, and he wasn’t about to ask Wallace what was up between him and his father. Besides, he was old enough to be Wallace’s father. He might not be extremely old as a shifter, but at sixty-nine, he was headed that way.

	He should stop the conversation between Kerwin and Wallace and tell them to go back to work, but he stayed where he was. The only time he’d gotten near Wallace was when Wallace’s father had visited Wallace and had started pushing him around. It wasn’t something Hawthorne would have tolerated with any of his trainees, let alone his mate. It didn’t matter that no one but his best friend knew who Wallace was to Hawthorne. He wouldn’t let anyone mistreat Wallace, not even Wallace’s father.

	So Hawthorne gave Wallace and Kerwin a bit of slack. Wallace because he was his mate, even though he shouldn’t treat him differently, and Kerwin because he was a new father and probably wasn’t getting enough sleep. Hawthorne hadn’t expected any of his trainees to have families, and Kerwin hadn’t in the beginning. He was juggling two very different lives now that he did, and Hawthorne was in awe. He would never have been able to do something like that, and even though it meant Kerwin was distracted, the fact that he was able to train and raise a newborn meant he’d be a good council assassin. He worked well under pressure when he was tired and while he was thinking about more important things. He was a good multitasker.

	Wallace, on the other hand, was the opposite.

	Hawthorne once again asked himself what Wallace was doing here, but he already knew. It had been enough for him to meet Wallace’s father once to realize what had happened. The man had worked for the human military for years, and though he was retired now, he’d taken his job very seriously. He’d pushed both of his sons to follow in his footsteps, and they had. Wallace’s brother was a council enforcer, and Wallace was training to become a council assassin.

	He would be a disaster if he went through with it.

	Hawthorne didn’t know how to make him see that, or rather, he didn’t know how to get him to admit it. He was pretty sure Wallace knew he wouldn’t be a good council assassin, but considering the reason he was doing it, he wouldn’t back down. It made him unhappy, and he’d started smiling less as the days passed, but he was still here. As long as his father wanted him to be a council assassin, he’d continue with the training, even though it made him miserable. Hawthorne desperately wanted to fix this for him, but what could he do? He might have had a chance if he’d told Wallace they were mates, but he hadn’t, and now, it was too late.

	Besides, Wallace was an adult. It didn’t matter how young he was. He needed to stand up to his father and be honest if he didn’t want to be here. He shouldn’t rely on anyone stepping in to help him, not even his mate.

	“You know, you could probably make things better if you talked to him,” Kennedy drawled.

	Hawthorne glared at his best friend. “I’m not going to do that.”

	“I know, I know. I was just hoping you’d finally gotten your head out of your ass.”

	“He doesn’t need to know.”

	“You know I disagree, so I’m not going to tell you again.” He paused. “Actually, I am. You’re being an idiot and an asshole.”

	Hawthorne looked around. He didn’t want anyone to hear what they were talking about, least of all one of the trainees. Wallace was friends with all of them, even though he wasn’t close to most like he was to Kerwin and Seymour. Still, none of them would hesitate to run to him if they overheard Hawthorne saying he was his mate.

	But they were busy. All of them except Wallace were here because they wanted to be and were working hard to make it happen. Even when they were distracted, they had their eye on their goal, even Kerwin.

	Wallace was the only one who wasn’t.

	Kennedy sighed. “Sorry,” he muttered.

	Hawthorne wasn’t angry at him, so he nodded once. He understood why Kennedy was worried, and he shared that worry. As the weeks passed and he’d gotten to know Wallace, he’d realized that maybe hiding this from him wasn’t the right thing to do. At the same time, not telling him they were mates meant Wallace didn’t have to deal with this. He already had enough things to worry about. He didn’t need to worry about Hawthorne and what he wanted.

	Kennedy wasn’t done, even though he’d apologized. “I just hate that you don’t smell like yourself,” he whined.

	If the trainees could hear him now, they’d lose all respect for him. They didn’t know what Kennedy was like. He might be a hard ass on the mats and during training, but inside, he was an overgrown child. He loved candy and junk food, cartoons and roller coasters, and often, he tried to get Hawthorne to enjoy all of those things with him. It was a miracle the two of them were best friends, and Hawthorne didn’t understand how it happened. Thinking too hard about it gave him a headache, so he usually tried not to.

	“It’s just the spray,” Hawthorne murmured.

	“I know. It doesn’t mean I have to like it, especially since you’re being a dick to Wallace. The guy is adorable, and I don’t get it. Anyone else would have jumped on the opportunity. Hell, I would have because he’s fucking perfect.”

	Hawthorne allowed a little growl to come out. He eyed his best friend, but Kennedy didn’t look afraid. He was grinning like an idiot, probably because he’d gotten what he’d wanted.

	He’d gotten Hawthorne to react.

	“He’s adorable and deserves so much better than I can give him,” Hawthorne grumbled. “You already know all of that. You know why I’m doing this. Stop pushing.”

	Kennedy’s shoulders slumped. “Fine. Don’t think this is over, though. I might let you be an asshole right now, but eventually I’ll convince you to stop and do the right thing.”

	That was what Hawthorne was afraid of.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Hawthorne’s watching you,” Kerwin whispered.

	Wallace told himself not to react. He kept his gaze on Seymour and Orlando, who were going at it again. He desperately wanted to look at Hawthorne, but he knew better.

	“I’m not kidding. He’s staring,” Kerwin continued.

	“He’s probably wondering why I’m sitting on my ass instead of getting my ass kicked on the mats,” Wallace grumbled.

	“He saw you fighting with Ridge. He knows why you’re not on the mats anymore.”

	“Because I suck.”

	Wallace swallowed and told himself to stop behaving like a child. He was twenty-five, for fuck’s sake. He couldn’t sulk and pout because someone had kicked his ass, especially in this situation. It had been one of the other trainees, but it could as easily have been a target. If that had actually happened, Wallace would have been dead, which was why he and the others were training so hard.

	But everyone around him wanted this. They were here because they wanted to become council assassins, help the council keep the peace in the paranormal world, and punish the people who deserved it. Wallace was only here because his father had forced him to come, and no matter how hard he tried, he just couldn’t reach the same level as the others.

	He didn’t want to be a council assassin, but he couldn’t even imagine what would happen if he didn’t pass. His father would be pissed, and he’d make sure Wallace knew it. Then he’d find something else he wanted Wallace to do and drag him there, and Wallace would have to start all of this again.

	He hated this. He wanted to live his life the way he decided, but he didn’t know what
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