
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Sometimes trusting someone is the hardest thing of all.

	 

	 

	Marlow is at a loss. His team has been permanently transferred to the Allegheny forest to act as a liaison between the shifters there and humans, but what does that mean exactly? The team is figuring things out, and one step of doing that is integrating, which is why he decides to move in with the badgers. The fact that Misha, one of the carriers, still lives in badger territory in the Bishop house might be related.

	Misha had his son a few months ago, and he’s still learning how to be a father. The trauma of what he’s gone through doesn’t help, but he’s safe now, and he’s not alone taking care of Tommy. Having his friends makes the situation better, but when Marlow moves into the Bishop house, Misha can’t stay away.

	Misha is a sweet man who’s been through hell, and Marlow is more than happy to help him with his son. However, Marlow has other people to worry about, like his brother, who’s stuck with their abusive mother. Maybe now that Marlow has a home, he’ll finally manage to get custody of Jackson, but it won’t be easy—just like finding a way to make his relationship with Misha work won’t be.

	Misha is wounded and scared to trust that Marlow is there to stay, while Marlow is torn between Misha and Jackson. Is there a way for their relationship to work and both of them to be happy, or will they eventually lose each other?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Is he done eating?”

	Misha had to press his lips together so he wouldn’t smile. He looked down, noticed that Tommy had fallen asleep against his chest, and nodded. “He is, but he’s asleep.”

	Oakley pouted. “But I wanted to cuddle him.”

	“You do realize he’s not a doll, right?” Gallagher asked.

	Oakley stuck his tongue out at him. “I know that. A doll wouldn’t be so noisy, and it wouldn’t poop as much as Tommy.”

	Sometimes, living at the Bishop house with the other carriers was like living with children. Most of the carriers were young, and even those who were older behaved younger than they were. It had to do with the way they’d been treated since they were teenagers, plus what they’d gone through. Misha didn’t blame any of them for wanting to be teenagers now when they hadn’t been allowed to then.

	He was only twenty-two himself. He was too young to have a child, yet here he was. He’d become a father, not because he wanted to, but because he’d been forced to.

	He looked down at the baby. Some days, he wished Tommy didn’t exist. He wished he could have a normal life, go back to his parents and the life he’d left behind when he’d been taken from his home and sold off. Other days, he saw Tommy as a gift, and he wouldn’t change his life for anything in the world. On yet other days, he couldn’t even look at his baby.

	Those were the worst days.

	Misha had been offered options. He’d been too far along in his pregnancy when he’d been found, but Thomas, the badger alpha, had told him he could find someone to adopt the baby. Misha had been tempted, and some days, he still was. Then Tommy opened his eyes and looked at him, and Misha fell in love with his son all over again.

	He doubted his life would ever be easy, but he wanted to make his son happy. Luckily for him, he was with the badgers, and he had no intention of ever leaving them.

	The sound of the front door opening and closing made all of them look up. Hector had been silent while Gallagher and Oakley bickered, but his body tensed as if he were ready to defend his friends. He probably was. The carriers had become close while they lived in the Bishop house, and while several had left, they all were family. Misha knew that eventually all of them would have to find a new home, but the thought was a bit scary. He didn’t know if he’d be able to deal with having a baby on his own as well as losing the only people who were family to him.

	Calum appeared at the living room door. Everyone relaxed, and Calum narrowed his eyes as he stared at Misha and the baby. Misha knew Calum had a problem with him having decided to keep Tommy, but they hadn’t talked about it yet. He suspected that would happen soon.

	“What are you doing here?” Hector asked.

	Calum glared at him and came to flop on the couch next to Misha. “I have as much right as you to be here.”

	Hector rolled his eyes, not one bit intimidated by Calum’s grumpiness. No one here was. Calum had been grumpy since the day he’d arrived. Misha hadn’t been there, but he’d been told about it, and in the beginning, he’d stayed away from Calum. Well, in the beginning, he’d stayed away from pretty much everyone. He’d been hurting, both physically and mentally, and he’d needed time to sort through his feelings. He still wasn’t sure how to deal with most of them, but he was better now.

	“I never said you couldn’t be here.” Hector pointed out. “I was just wondering why you weren’t with Julian and Kaspar.”

	“They told me to take a day off.”

	“You don’t like children. I don’t understand why you volunteered to move in with them and take care of two babies,” Oakley said.

	Calum’s glare deepened. “Who said I don’t like children?”

	“The way you look at Tommy says it all,” Oakley muttered.

	Oakley, Gallagher, and Hector turned their attention back to the TV. Misha wasn’t sure what they were watching. He hadn’t been paying attention, and honestly, he didn’t care. He just liked having people around and noise surrounding him.

	“You know I don’t hate Tommy, right?” Calum asked, his voice barely more than a whisper.

	Misha smiled at him. He settled Tommy better against his chest and turned a bit so he could look at Calum. They weren’t friends, exactly, but then Calum didn’t seem to have friends. “Why would you hate him? He’s a baby.”

	“Exactly.” Calum hesitated. “I just don’t understand.” He looked around as if he’d asked Misha to sell him Tommy.

	Misha knew what Calum was talking about. Calum wasn’t the first to ask, although he was the one who’d been the bluntest about it. “I hate Gruber,” Misha said.

	Gallagher stiffened on the armchair next to the couch Misha and Calum were sitting on, so Misha knew he’d heard what Misha was saying. That was fine with him. Gallagher was his closest friend, but even they hadn’t talked about it. Gallagher tended to avoid the topic of conversation, which wasn’t surprising considering what had happened.

	“I’m pretty sure everyone hates him,” Calum said, the scowl back on his face.

	It was sweet that he felt that way on Misha’s behalf. “Well, I have extra reasons to hate him, and I do. I’m also glad he’s dead and that he’s never coming back. But what he did to me isn’t Tommy’s fault. Tommy didn’t ask for it to happen, and even though he’s a result of it, I can’t hold it against him. He’s just an innocent baby, and he’s my baby. I love him, just like I love my new family and my new life.”

	“But don’t you think about Gruber when you look at Tommy?”

	It was hard to talk about this, but Misha had realized early on that he felt better when he did. Keeping all the thoughts and feelings inside hurt him more than saying them out loud, no matter how hard it was.

	“Sometimes I do. I think that will fade in time. And I hope Tommy won’t look like Gruber, but even if he does, he’s not Gruber. He’s my son, and I’ll raise him to be a good person. He’s part of the second chance I was given, and I wouldn’t give him up for anything in the world. It feels like the universe gave me Tommy to apologize for everything else that happened, and I couldn’t be happier.”

	Calum stared at him for a moment. “Do you still have nightmares?” he asked flatly.

	He’d always been direct, sometimes to the point of rudeness. Misha didn’t care, though. It came from a place of worry, and he was glad he had people who worried about him.

	“I do. I have nightmares and wake up screaming in the middle of the night. Sometimes, even when I’m awake I can’t stop thinking about what happened and remembering it. I start crying for no reason.” Mixing trauma with having a baby had made all of it harder, but this was Misha’s life now. He had to learn to deal with it, and he was.

	“Yet you still want him.”

	“I can’t imagine my life without him, even though I just recently gave birth. He’s part of me, and that won’t ever change.”

	Calum stared at Misha for a moment before finally nodding. “All right. Well, if you need anything, call me.”

	“Won’t you have your hands full enough with Julian and Kaspar’s babies?”

	“They’re not born yet, and I guess I could use the experience. But I know you have plenty of people who can volunteer to watch him, so I guess I was saying that more for you than for him. If you want to talk, scream at someone, or cry, you can call me.”

	It was surprising for Calum to offer, but that didn’t make it unwelcome. “Thank you.” Misha was touched. As far as he knew, Calum had kept his distance from everyone in the house. That was why they’d all been stunned when he’d asked Julian and Kaspar to move in with them. He seemed more settled now, although Misha didn’t understand why. He supposed Calum might tell him if they became friends, and it felt like they just might.

	Misha smiled. His life was nothing like what he’d imagined when he was a child. It was much harder, but it also held a happiness he’d never thought he’d experience.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Marlow stared at the ceiling. He was bored, and he might have regretted agreeing to stay in the forest, but this job, even though there was technically nothing to do at the moment, was still more interesting than anything else he’d done.

	The situation was weird. He and the rest of the team had been offered a permanent place in the forest to act as a liaison between humans and shifters. All of them had accepted, but now, they realized they didn’t know what they were supposed to do. The only one who seemed to have a clue was Luther, but he didn’t live with them anymore. He’d moved in with his boyfriend and the coyotes, and that left the team at a loss. Their leader wasn’t there, even though he called every day.

	Not having specific orders gave Marlow too much time to think and worry about what he’d left behind. When things were like this, he couldn’t help his thoughts drifting to Jackson, even though there was nothing he could do for his brother.

	Maybe Marlow shouldn’t have said yes. But it had been the first time in a long time that he’d decided to do something for himself, and he didn’t regret it, even though he was lost. The problem was that not having something to do made his life more complicated, not easier.

	Someone pushed his feet off the coffee table, so he sat up and glared. Dean was standing above him, staring.

	“What are you doing?” he asked.

	“What does it look like I’m doing?”

	“Staring at the ceiling.”

	Marlow grinned. “That’s what I’m doing.”

	Dean rolled his eyes and flopped onto the couch next to Marlow. “Why are you staring at the ceiling?”

	“What else am I supposed to do?”

	“You could go out there. Everyone else is walking around the city, but you’re here, doing nothing.”

	“That’s because I don’t want to walk around the city. I don’t like it.”

	“Then do something about it.”

	Marlow wished it was as easy as saying it. He suspected that eventually the team would be told they needed to move out of this apartment. It belonged to the badgers, and while Thomas seemed like a good man, why would he offer a place to stay to a bunch of humans he was wary of? Sure, he, like the other alphas in the forest and the conclave, had agreed to have the team stay, but it didn’t mean they had to like it. Marlow and the others were humans, and they were intruders. The shifters had said yes because they hadn’t had a choice, but Marlow still felt like an intruder—and he was.

	But if he wasn’t allowed to live here, where would he go? Luther would agree to house every single team member with the coyotes. Even though he didn’t live with them, he was still their team leader, and his partner was the coyote alpha. The coyotes had to obey if he gave orders, although Josiah was still working on that.

	But it wasn’t like Marlow and the others could go around asking alphas if they could move into their territories. Most of them would laugh in their face, while the rest would probably run them out. Maybe the government would buy this apartment for the team.

	Marlow snorted. Even though he worked for the government, he’d be the first to admit they usually didn’t know how to do their job. He felt like they had barely thought about leaving the team in the forest, and they certainly hadn’t thought about the details and what it meant.

	“Well, you should stop moping around,” Dean said. “Want to come with me?”

	“Where are you going?”

	Dean looked away as he shrugged. That was enough to tell Marlow where he was going, but he still waited for his friend to say it out loud. “I thought I’d visit Jasper.”

	“You’ve been visiting him quite often lately,” Marlow teased.

	“He just lost his father, and he became the alpha. This isn’t an easy time for him, and from what I’ve seen, the skunks aren’t making things any easier.”

	“But you’re making things better by being there?”

	A hint of pink appeared on Dean’s cheeks. “Maybe. He hasn’t told me to fuck off, so there’s that.”

	“Say hello to him for me.”

	Dean looked both relieved and sorry. “You’re not coming?”

	“I think I’m going to call my mother.”

	Dean grimaced. “Better you than me.”

	Marlow felt the same way, but he didn’t have a choice if he wanted to find out what was going on with his brother.

	He waited until Dean was out the door and the apartment was silent around him to take out his phone. He stared at the screen for a moment, not wanting to call yet having to. He sighed and dialed the number from memory, knowing there was no way out of this and that the sooner he did it, the sooner it would be over.

	He held his breath, wondering if his mother would answer the phone. Most days, she didn’t, and he had to find out what was going on with his brother another way. It was more complicated and took more time, though, so he hoped it wouldn’t be the case today.

	“What do you want?” his mother said when she answered.

	“It’s so nice to hear from you, too,” Marlow said.

	“You were the one who called me.”

	“I was. How’s Jackson?”

	“What do you care?”

	Marlow gritted his teeth. “He’s my brother. Why wouldn’t I be interested in what’s going on in his life?”

	There was a pause, and Marlow knew what was going on in his mother’s head. She was wondering how she could milk Marlow’s interest in Jackson. Marlow knew the request for money was coming, and just like always, he’d give in because it meant he was helping his brother. He couldn’t know for sure where the money would go, but hopefully, it would help feed Jackson. The kid was only six years old, and he needed food to grow up.

	“He needs new shoes,” she eventually said.

	“I bought him new shoes a few months ago.”

	“And? He’s still growing up. They’re too small for him now.”

	Marlow could tell there was something more behind it, but she wouldn’t tell him if he asked. “I’ll see what I can do. Is he around? Can I talk to him?”

	“He’s at school.”

	Marlow was relieved to find that out, because sometimes he could hear his brother in the background when he called. He wanted Jackson to go to school. He wanted his brother to have a better possibility of getting out of the life he was living right now.

	The problem was that Jackson was only six, and it would take years for him to be able to get out of there. Marlow wanted to do more, but his mother wouldn’t allow it. She knew about his interest in Jackson, and she used it against him. That way she kept control of him, and even more important for her, of his money.

	“Was there anything else? Because I have shit to do.”

	“Does that mean you found a job?” Marlow already knew she hadn’t. It was much easier to get money from him than to find a job, and the same went for her husband.

	“I’m trying, but you know how it is.”

	Marlow didn’t. He couldn’t understand why she did what she did, and he wished he could take Jackson away so that neither of them ever had to deal with this again, but he couldn’t. So, instead of saying what he wanted to say, he went along with it. “I do. Well, can you have Jackson call me once he’s home later today?”

	“Will you be paying for that phone call?”

	“Of course.” He didn’t remind her that he paid for her phone, so technically, he paid for every single phone conversation she had.

	“I’ll see what I can do.”

	It wasn’t a no, but it also wasn’t a yes, and by the time he hung up, Marlow still didn’t know what to do. Maybe agreeing to stay in the forest hadn’t been a good idea, but for once, he’d wanted to do something for himself.

	He couldn’t help but wonder if doing something for himself had ruined his brother’s life.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Misha didn’t usually have a problem with having people around the Bishop house. He liked it most of the time. He and Gallagher had spent so much time locked up together, just the two of them, that it helped Misha remember he wasn’t in Gruber’s hands anymore.

	But, sometimes, like today, he wished they would all fuck off.

	Tommy was only a few months old, and he didn’t sleep through the night yet. That meant that Misha had to get up every three to four hours during the night, and it wasn’t enough for him to manage to sleep. Last night, he felt like he’d barely closed his eyes when Tommy was already crying for him again, and today, he was exhausted. The nightmare hadn’t helped, either, but that was something Misha would have to learn to deal with. Hopefully, Tommy would eventually start sleeping at least six hours straight.

	The sound of people in the kitchen made Misha grumpy, but he was grateful his friends had realized how he felt today and were leaving him alone. He had the living room to himself, which was a reminder that the house was slowly emptying of carriers. The ones who’d been here because their people wanted to keep them safe had already gone home except for Calum, but everyone knew there was something that Calum didn’t want to talk about. Some people had tried, but it had ended with Calum yelling at them, so they’d let it go. That meant that no one knew why Calum didn’t want to go home. And while Misha was curious, he understood not wanting to put his heart out there. Whatever had happened to Calum, it didn’t matter. The only thing that did was that he had a home with the badgers and in the Bishop house, even though he didn’t live here anymore.

	Misha couldn’t think of a time when the Bishop house would be empty. The thought of living on his own with Tommy was terrifying, but eventually, Misha would have to grow up. They all would. Their lives weren’t in danger anymore, and they didn’t have a reason to keep hiding in badger territory. They didn’t have a reason to keep on living together, hidden deep in the forest, but it was peaceful.

	If Misha left, he’d have to answer a whole bunch of questions he didn’t want to even think about. Thomas had hinted at Misha contacting his parents, but Misha didn’t feel up for that or for anything more than surviving here at the Bishop house. His life was already messy enough with the baby. Even though he knew his parents probably thought he was dead, he couldn’t find in himself the strength to contact them and tell them that wasn’t true.

	But eventually, he might have to. What if Thomas decided he didn’t want other shifters in his territory anymore? Misha tried telling himself that would never happen and that Thomas was a good person—that was why he’d called his baby Tommy, after all—but the fear was still there. Misha had no one beyond the badgers and the other carriers. He didn’t have a home except for the Bishop house. What would happen to him if he had to survive on his own?

	He doubted he could.

	He looked down at Tommy, who was, of course, asleep. The baby seemed to enjoy sleeping during the day, which was a problem for Misha, but he couldn’t find it in himself to wake him up. Tommy was only a few months old. He should be allowed to sleep whenever he needed.

	Misha sighed and settled deeper into the couch. He gathered the blanket he’d used to cover his legs around his body, knowing he should try napping while Tommy was asleep. He was still trying to work things out, to learn how to live with the baby, but it wasn’t easy when he hadn’t had a normal life before. Everything was new, and he didn’t know if he could deal with all of it altogether. It would have been a lot for anyone, but especially for him after what he’d gone through with Gruber.

	The only one who could understand was Gallagher, but even his situation wasn’t the same. Gallagher hadn’t gotten pregnant. He’d been there with Misha, and Misha didn’t think he’d have survived without him, but Gallagher hadn’t gotten pregnant. The only one who might understand what Misha was going through was Philip, but Misha didn’t want to bother him. Philip had finally found happiness again with his baby and a partner. The last thing they needed was for Misha to interrupt that happiness.

	So Misha would continue alone. If Thomas or anyone else ever asked him to move out, he was sure he’d find somewhere to go. He had to remind himself that he wasn’t alone anymore. His parents hadn’t been able to stand up to their alpha when he’d sold off Misha, but the forest was a very different place than when that had happened. No one would allow Misha to be sold again. No one would allow Misha to be hurt, and the same went for Tommy. Even if something happened to Misha, other people would step in and take care of his son.

	Misha had a hard time dealing with his past, but thinking of his future and his baby’s future would have helped. No matter what horror Misha had lived through, no matter how many nightmares came during the night, he was out. He might still be working his way to happiness, but he was damn closer than he’d been when he was with Gruber.

	He couldn’t compare himself to carriers like Nico and Chris. They’d been born into a loving family, and now that danger was over, they’d gone back to it. Misha missed them, just like he missed every other carrier who left the Bishop house. They’d become a family during the time they lived there and faced the same danger, and now it felt like that family was scattered to all four corners of the forest.

	But Misha was happy for them, and he was happy for himself. No matter how much work it took, he’d find his place in life and in the forest, and he’d raise his son. They’d both be happy eventually.

	That was Misha’s goal, and he was sticking to it.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Marlow still didn’t have anything to do, but staying in the apartment was driving him nuts. He was tired of staring at the same four walls every day, all day, which meant he had to go out.

	But he didn’t like the city. He’d never enjoy cities, with their crowds and smells. The fact that Northwood was in the middle of the forest helped, but it still felt too much like a city for him, and he wanted out.

	He supposed he could go with Dean to visit Jasper, but he wasn’t about to touch that situation with a ten-foot pole. Whatever was happening between Jasper and Dean, it was none of Marlow’s business, and they probably needed time to work things out together.

	Visiting the coyotes and Luther and his boyfriend was another option, but things were still tense. It was taking a while for the coyotes to accept Josiah as their alpha, something Marlow didn’t understand, but then, how could he? He was human, and until recently, he hadn’t known that some male shifters could get pregnant. He didn’t understand how it worked, and thinking about it gave him a headache, so he’d just decided to accept that it was true and go along with it. Some shifters believed that those men, the carriers, were only good for having children, which meant they couldn’t be good alphas.

	That was bullshit.

	Josiah was as good an alpha as any other alpha in the forest, and Marlow would fight anyone who said that wasn’t the case. But he didn’t want to make things worse for Luther and Josiah when things were already complicated enough between Josiah’s carrier status and Luther being human. So that was out, too.

	Who did that leave?

	The badgers were the only other people Marlow was close to—if he could call it being close. Their alpha had been welcoming enough when the team had arrived. And with Luther being with Josiah and the team on the shifters’ side, the team had been told about some of the secrets the badgers had kept. That included the fact that they’d housed carriers when the forest was the most dangerous place for them. Marlow and the team had visited the Bishop house, and Marlow couldn’t get what he’d seen there out of his mind.

	He couldn’t wrap his mind around the fact that some males could get pregnant, and when he tried, he couldn’t help but imagine himself with a baby bump. That freaked him out, so he tried not to do it, but he couldn’t stop thinking about some of the carriers he’d met at the Bishop house, one in particular. Marlow should probably stay as far away from Misha as he could, but he couldn’t stop thinking about him. He’d been pregnant the last time Marlow had seen him, but Marlow knew he’d given birth since.

	Surely he could use some help with the baby, and even if he couldn’t accept that from Marlow, he could take other things.

	Marlow pushed away from the couch, turned the TV off, and went to the bedroom he shared with Dean to grab his things. He needed to go to the grocery store, but not just there. If he was going to bring gifts to the Bishop house, he wanted to have stuff for every man who still lived there, not only Misha.

	The problem was that Marlow didn’t know these men. It was easy to grab things from the grocery store for the baby, since Marlow had already been an adult when Jackson was born. Marlow had been twenty-five when his brother came into the world. He’d taken care of him more than his mother, at least when he’d been a baby. Things had changed since then, between Marlow’s job and his mother realizing that she could milk him dry of his money if she used Jackson to do it, but Marlow still had as much love for his brother as he had when he’d been born.

	So shopping for a newborn was easy. What wasn’t was shopping for a bunch of twenty-something years old guys who’d been through hell. Marlow didn’t know them well, so he had to stay generic. He grabbed snacks from the grocery store, then blankets, cute socks, and slippers, as well as other knickknacks that he hoped would put a smile on their faces—for one especially.

	Misha, along with all the carriers, deserved to have someone take care of them. The badger alpha had offered them a safe place to stay, and that was good, but it wasn’t the same. The carriers were safe now, but it was clear they were a little lost. Bringing them blankets wouldn’t help with that feeling, but as long as it made them smile, Marlow would be happy.

	He could only imagine what they’d gone through. He’d been given small details, but it wasn’t hard to understand. When powerful people were convinced that carriers were only good to have children and that the children they birthed were better than the ones birthed by women, they took advantage of them in any way they could. Something told him that Misha hadn’t gotten pregnant willingly, and he could only imagine what he was going through now that he’d given birth.

	But no matter how fascinated he was by Misha, he needed to keep his distance. The man had better things to do than focus on a creepy human. And while Dean was getting along with Jasper and everyone else in the team seemed to be making friends, the situation between Marlow and Misha was different. Misha needed peace and quiet and to be left alone, and beyond bringing him whatever he wanted, Marlow would respect that.

	He’d gone to the stores on foot since they were close to the building where the apartment was located, but now he needed a car. He’d have to use one of the SUVs the team had arrived in, but sooner rather than later, he’d have to find a way to get his car into the forest. In the meantime, this would be enough, but of course, he had to deal with the other team members needing a vehicle, too.

	He was relieved to see that only one of the SUVs was gone, but when he saw Dean walking toward the second one, he rushed forward and almost fell on his face tripping on one of the bags he was carrying. “I need it!” he yelled at Dean, probably too loud if Dean’s surprised reaction was anything to go by.

	Dean looked Marlow up and down, his gaze lingering on the bags. “You went shopping.”

	“Thanks for telling me, Captain Obvious. I need the car.”

	“So you didn’t go shopping for us? What’s in those bags?”

	“None of your business since it’s not for you. So, can I take the car? Or were you going to visit Jasper again?”

	“I was, but I can stay. Do you need help?”

	Marlow shook his head and tried to reach for the car keys, but his hands were full, and Dean stared at his pinky finger when he stretched it out. He shook his head, clearly amused, and unlocked the car before taking some of the bags from Marlow’s hands. “Seriously, what’s all this? It looks like you bought enough stuff for at least ten people.”

	“Not ten.” But close enough, Marlow supposed.

	“And are those diapers?”

	Marlow snatched the bag from Dean’s hand. “Don’t you have anything to do?”

	“Not now that I’m not going out, and this is too entertaining to let go. What are you up to?”

	Marlow looked around. It was almost lunchtime, so maybe he should grab takeout, too. The carriers cooked their meals, but sometimes, it was nice to have someone else cook for them. Marlow couldn’t cook to save his life, so restaurant food would probably be better, and if he chose well, he’d be able to bring
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