
        
            
                
            
        

    
	What if you already have everything you need but can’t see it?

	 

	 

	Turner has only one thing on his mind—killing the man who chained him and made his life hell. The problem is that Turner can’t exactly announce what he’s up to, and he can’t ask for help, even though he sorely needs it. He can only continue training and hope it won’t take him years to get his hands on Alpha Rhodes.

	Raven was there when Turner was rescued, and he cares about the man. When his alpha’s son asks him to check in on Turner, he can’t say no. When his alpha asks him to train Turner and keep an eye on him because he knows what Turner is up to, his answer is still yes.

	Neither of them expected to fall in love.

	Turner can’t afford to focus on Raven, and Raven can’t allow Turner to kill anyone. Is their relationship doomed, or will they be able to find their way through the anger and need for revenge and realize they already have everything they need—each other?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Turner was going to die. His lungs were on fire and he couldn’t breathe, yet, he continued running. He put one foot in front of the other, avoided a root poking from the ground, and tried to suck in a breath. His legs trembled and felt like they were about to break down on him, but nothing could stop him.

	He would get his revenge.

	He didn’t care how long it took him or how much he had to train and put his body through this torture. Alpha Rhodes thought he was weak, but Turner wasn’t. He’d never been, not even when Alpha Rhodes had forced his parents to hand him over so he could sell him. Turner needed to be stronger, though. If he was going to kill his old alpha, he needed all the strength and training he could get.

	Unfortunately, he was doing it all on his own. He doubted the badger alpha would take it kindly if Turner explained what he wanted. Thomas was a good man, and he wouldn’t want Turner to do this, not because of Alpha Rhodes, but because of Turner himself. He wouldn’t want Turner to have to change himself to kill his old alpha, and Turner understood why.

	That wasn’t going to stop him.

	He’d been thinking about killing Alpha Rhodes for so long that some days, it felt like he already had. Alpha Rhodes would never expect him to be able to get his hands on him, and Turner was going to take advantage of that. First, though, he’d become stronger.

	He would never let himself be vulnerable again the way he had before. He would never allow anyone to trap him again, no matter who they were. He’d rather die.

	He continued running through the forest, puffing and sweating. He’d been doing that since the carriers were allowed to leave the Bishop house, and with nothing better to do, it was perfect.

	He knew that if he asked, Thomas would find him a job. He was tempted to look for one just because that way he wouldn’t have to spend all his time at the Bishop house. But finding a job would mean focusing on something else, and he wasn’t ready to do that. So instead, he spent most of his days running around the forest, then using the gym the badger enforcers used to keep themselves in shape. He’d gotten his fair share of strange glances, but he didn’t care. He didn’t owe anyone an explanation of what he was doing.

	Turner should have been relieved that his current alpha was a good person, and he was. He knew Thomas would never hurt anyone, but he still couldn’t ignore the fear something would happen to him and the other carriers if he wasn’t careful. It didn’t matter what kind of person Thomas was. After what Turner had been through, he knew what alphas were capable of.

	And he hadn’t even had the worst of it. Many of the carriers he’d been living with at the Bishop house had it worse than him, yet, they were dealing with it better than he was. That made him feel guilty, and at the same time, he wanted to protect them. None of them should have gone through what they did, not even him.

	But he’d only been taken from his family and imprisoned in a shed. He hadn’t been fed, and he’d known he would be sold as soon as his old alpha found a buyer. But what was it next to what Philip had gone through? Or Julian?

	Turner was so focused on his thoughts that he didn’t see the second root. He should have been more careful. He’d been running in the forest long enough to know how harsh the ground was.

	His foot caught, and he tilted forward so quickly he didn’t even have the time to put his hands in front of him. His face hit the ground, pine needles and earth digging into his skin.

	“Fuck,” he muttered.

	He stayed where he was, trying to get his breath back. If he’d been trying to hide what he was doing from everyone, he would have failed. Thankfully, the badgers were used to seeing him around the forest and at the gym, so they probably wouldn’t even notice he was hurt.

	Well, most of them wouldn’t. Some definitely would, and Turner would have to deal with them. They’d have questions, and even though he could try not to answer, they’d push and push until he did. He supposed that was what being part of a group of people who cared about him meant. He wasn’t used to it, and he wasn’t sure he ever would. But in the meantime, it was kind of a bother.

	He got back to his feet, wincing at the pain in his cheek. When he touched it, he felt dampness, which he was pretty sure was his blood. That was confirmed by his bloody fingers when he peered at them.

	Great. Now there really would be no way for him to avoid talking about what had happened.

	He rubbed his forearm against his cheek, streaking it with blood and dirt. He wasn’t done running yet, but he didn’t feel up to it anymore. He should continue, because if he gave up, he’d never get what he wanted. But he was so fucking tired. He’d been exhausted since he’d started training, and considering how much he’d done already, he doubted that taking one afternoon off would do damage.

	Or at least, he hoped it wouldn’t.

	Instead of running back to the gym, he started walking. His body hurt, and he felt like an old man of ninety instead of just twenty-seven. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the training he’d been putting his body through or because of his past, and frankly, he didn’t care. Why he felt that way didn’t matter. The only thing that did matter was his goal, and with every day he trained, he was a little closer to getting what he wanted.

	He hadn’t realized how deep in the forest he’d gotten, but now that he had to walk, he did. Still, there was nothing to be done about it.

	Instead of going back to the gym, he went to the Bishop house, since it was closer. He wasn’t looking forward to explaining why he was in this state to any of his friends. They might not know why he was training, but they knew how important it was to him, and they’d understand. If they didn’t, that was their problem, not Turner’s.

	He grimaced when he saw who was at the house. Of course Joel had to be there, checking in on the carriers who still lived there. He always did, and usually, Turner would have been happy to see him. But Joel had been making noises about Turner not being okay, and Turner knew him well enough to be sure he’d have questions. He was the alpha’s son, and Turner couldn’t exactly brush him off, no matter how much he might want to.

	Joel and Misha were sitting on a bench on the porch. Both of them looked up when they heard Turner, but only Joel got to his feet. Misha tried to, but Turner glared at him until he sat his ass back on the bench. His stomach was so big that he looked like he was about to explode rather than give birth. Since he wasn’t sure when he’d conceived, the healer couldn’t know if he’d gone past his due date, but Turner would have been surprised if he hadn’t. He was just too big to continue being pregnant for much longer.

	“What happened to you?” Joel asked, rushing to Turner’s side and fussing over him.

	Turner grunted. “Had an encounter with the ground.”

	Joel reached for Turner’s cheek, but Turner took a step back. He didn’t need to be taken care of. He could do it on his own.

	Joel frowned. “You fell?”

	“It’s nothing. I’m fine.”

	“I’m sure you are. It doesn’t mean you shouldn’t let someone take care of you.”

	“I don’t need you to. You’re busy, and I just have to wash my face.”

	Joel leaned closer and looked at Turner’s cheek. “I’m pretty sure there’s stuff embedded in the wound. You’ll need more than washing your face.”

	“And I’ll do it on my own.” Because that was how Turner was. He didn’t have anyone in the world, not his parents, not his fellow skunks. The badgers had welcomed him, but was he really one of them?

	He couldn’t let himself to get used to this. He had to rely on himself and only himself.

	Because when he didn’t, people thought they could do whatever they wanted with him, and he would never allow that to happen again.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Raven laughed as he ducked the punch. Jacob glared at him and tried to kick him, but Raven danced away from his friend’s foot. Then, since Jacob was distracted, Raven struck.

	He hooked a leg behind Jacob’s and pulled. Jacob yelped and fell to the ground, and before he could get back on his feet, Raven sat on his chest, straddling it. He wiggled his eyebrows, then made a show of looking around. “I hope Chris isn’t here.”

	Jacob grunted and tried to push Raven away, but Raven wasn’t going anywhere.

	“Even if he were, he’d know I don’t want you on top of me. That’s his place alone,” Jacob muttered.

	Raven grimaced. “That’s disgusting. I don’t want to listen to you talk about your sex life.”

	Jacob grinned and suddenly rolled them until Raven was under him, his back flat on the mats. “That’s because you’re jealous. When was the last time you were with someone?”

	Raven quickly raised his knee, aiming for Jacob’s groin. Jacob managed to push away before Raven’s knee could touch him. He rolled onto his back, then got to his feet and faced Raven again.

	Raven rubbed his forearm on his face, trying to get the sweat out of his eyes. Both he and Jacob were panting, but Raven was having fun. He knew he was probably one of the few who was, but his job was his life. He protected the cete. And to do that, he needed to train. He hadn’t turned soft like Jacob had since he’d met and fallen in love with Chris. Raven didn’t have anyone in his life, and he was glad.

	Someone clapped their hands, and both Raven and Jacob stopped moving. Alex stood by the mats, nodding. “Good.”

	“Why are we even doing this?” someone complained from the other side of the gym.

	Raven glared at them, even though he wasn’t sure who had spoken.

	Alex’s expression hardened. “Doing what?”

	Whoever had spoken was smart enough to realize they shouldn’t answer. The silence stretched out, making everyone uncomfortable. Raven wasn’t. Alex knew how dedicated he was to their cause and their team.

	“You want to know why we’re still training?” Alex asked. “Apart from the fact that our job is to defend our people, have you forgotten why you’re part of this team?”

	Alex looked around. No one answered.

	“My father created this team to help save the carriers. Now, I realize that with almost all the alphas who hurt the carriers gone and the council finally working for us rather than against us, you might believe we’re not needed anymore. Hopefully, you’re right. But let’s not forget that at least one of the old alphas is still in place, and the council wasn’t able to charge him with what he did in the past. He’s free and still leading his people, and it would be easy for him to hurt more people, especially carriers. And even if we don’t consider him, what about everyone else in the forest? Do you truly believe that one law will be enough for the carriers to have a perfect life? Don’t you think that no matter what the council orders, some people will never accept that carriers belong in the forest or treat them like everyone else? Frankly, it surprises me that so far, all the carriers we know have been allowed to go home.”

	Some had gone, but others hadn’t. The Bishop house wasn’t as crowded as it had been in the beginning when Thomas had decided it would be a haven for carriers. A few of the carriers had gone back to their people, while others had accepted Thomas’s offer to move into their own home in badger territory. Most of those had found love, and they were building families.

	But a few remained—mostly those who had been sold and hurt by their own alphas. Raven could understand not wanting to go back and being afraid that a new leader would hurt them no matter how different from the old one he was. They were safe at the Bishop house, and Thomas would never kick them out. They had a home with the badgers, no matter what happened.

	“We’re protectors,” Alex continued. “That’s why we became part of this team.”

	Jacob shuffled his feet. He wasn’t part of the team, but he was still a guard for the cete. They didn’t protect the same people, but that didn’t make him less of a protector than everyone else here.

	“But if you’d rather not do this anymore, you’re welcome to talk to my father or me. We’ll find someone to replace you.”

	“That won’t be necessary,” Valerie said.

	She looked around, as if daring whoever had spoken before to contradict her. No one did.

	With a nod from Alex, the tension broke. The team members started talking again, and a couple glared at Alastair, the bat member of their team. Raven wasn’t surprised he’d been the one to complain. Bats always complained.

	Since this team had been created to help all the carriers, it was made up of different shifters. Besides Alex, Raven was the only badger. He didn’t mind. He’d become friends with almost the entire team and friendly with the others. Besides, they weren’t here to be friends. They were here to protect the carriers, and they had. Now that the forest seemed to be at peace, they didn’t have a lot of work to do anymore, but Raven didn’t care. Like Alex said, until the carriers were treated like every other shifter in the forest, the team would have a reason to exist, and he’d be on it.

	His thoughts flashed back to when Kari had brought the team to free Turner, but he quickly pushed those away. He couldn’t focus on just one carrier, not when so many of them needed help.

	Since the team was disbanding, Raven made his way to Alex. He was talking to Valerie, but she nodded at Raven and stepped away when she saw him.

	Alex smiled. “Raven. Good job on the mats.”

	Raven grinned. “You know I always enjoy beating Jacob’s ass.”

	Alex laughed. “Just be careful of Chris.”

	“I can take him, too.” Raven hesitated. He wanted to talk, but he wasn’t sure there was anything they could do. “About Alpha Rhodes,” he began.

	Alex’s smile disappeared, and he sighed heavily. “I know. I want to lock his ass up as much as you do, but as far as I know, he hasn’t done anything against the law since the council created them.”

	“We should have killed him when we had the opportunity,” Raven muttered.

	“I suppose we might have another chance, but he’s been following the rules, so for now, there’s nothing we can do.”

	“You know he’s planning something. And if he’s not, he’s laughing behind our backs because he’s allowed to do whatever he wants with no consequences. You saw what he did to Turner. You were there when we found him.”

	Alex clasped Raven’s shoulder. “How is he?”

	“I don’t know.” Because Raven was avoiding Turner. He still wasn’t sure why Turner had felt comfortable enough to let him free him from the shed, but he’d wanted to give Turner space, and now, it was easier just to stay away.

	“Look, at the moment, Rhodes is on his own. He’s isolated, because all the other alphas are working with my father and the council. I doubt there’s a lot he can do on his own.”

	Raven wasn’t convinced of that. “But we’re still keeping an eye on him, right?”

	Alex squeezed and let go. “Always. You know my father. He won’t rest until he’s sure that everyone who hurt a carrier is gone from the forest, one way or another.”

	Raven was grateful he had one of the best alphas in the forest, but it still didn’t feel like enough. Thomas’s hands were tied, as were the council’s. They couldn’t do anything to Rhodes, not unless they wanted to go against their own rules.

	Maybe it was time to do just that.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Turner?”

	Turner managed to suppress his groan, but it was a close thing. He plastered a smile on his face and turned to face Joel, who was standing just inside Turner’s bedroom. “I thought I’d closed the door,” Turner said.

	Joel looked sheepish. “You did.”

	“Yet here you are, inside my bedroom.”

	“I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t worried about you. Turner, please. You have to see this isn’t healthy.”

	Turner crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

	“You know what I’m talking about, and you’re ignoring it.” Joel sucked in a breath. “I know I can never understand what you and the others went through. I might be a carrier, but I was lucky enough that my father loved me and did everything he could to protect me and give me the best life he could. I can only imagine what your life was even before Alpha Rhodes stuck you in that shed. But you’re free now.”

	“I’m aware of that.” The fact that he wasn’t stuck in that shed anymore was a big indicator of it.

	Joel shook his head. “I’m not sure you are, because even though you’re free, you’re acting as if you’re still in that shed.”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	Joel closed and leaned against the door as if afraid Turner would try to escape. “Your body is free, but your mind isn’t.”

	This time, Turner did groan. “Can we not talk about this?”

	“I don’t think it’s right not to talk about it, especially when it’s obvious something is wrong with you. Look at everyone else. Now that they’re free, they’re starting to build their life.”

	“I’m happy for them.”

	“We all are. You’re not doing anything like that, though.”

	“How can you say that?”

	“From watching you. The only thing you’re doing is training, and while I think I understand where it comes from, it’s not healthy. You’re not planning your future or making decisions about what your next step will be. Instead, your entire energy is into training. I realize you don’t want to feel weak, but everyone knows you’re not, and you’re going to hurt yourself if you continue this way.” His gaze lingered on Turner’s face. “You already have.”

	“It was just a scratch,” Turner protested.

	“This time, sure. What about next time?”

	“I was running, not fighting.”

	Although that wasn’t a bad idea. Turner wouldn’t have been able to hold his own against anyone when he first arrived here, but now? He just might. He had no idea how to fight, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t at least try. He’d need to find someone to teach him how and train him, but with so many badgers around, he didn’t think he’d have a problem.

	Not with most of them, anyway. As long as Joel stayed out of Turner’s business, everything would be fine. Turner didn’t want to tell Joel that, though. No matter how annoyed he was at what Joel was doing, he understood where it came from. Joel cared about Turner and about everyone else in the Bishop house—hell, in cete territory, and maybe in the entire forest—and he acted accordingly, which meant he tried taking care of people. But Turner could take care of himself, and he needed Joel and everyone else to realize that and stop trying to tell him what to do.

	Unfortunately, that was easier said than done.

	Turner sucked in a breath, trying to find the best words not to offend Joel or hurt him while getting what he wanted.

	“I appreciate you caring about me,” he eventually said.

	Joel snorted. “Don’t try telling me that you don’t hate me because I’m sticking my nose in your business.”

	To his own surprise, Turner laughed. It had been a while since he’d laughed, and he hadn’t realized he could still make that sound. “I can’t say I enjoy it, and I’m sure you understand why.”

	“I do. I wouldn’t be doing this if I wasn’t worried about you.”

	“And I know you’re worried because you’re my friend. That, I appreciate. But like you said, I’m supposed to start making plans for my life and my future, and I can’t have you holding my hand through the entire thing. I have to learn to stand up on my own.”

	“But don’t you see? You don’t have to stand up on your own.” Joel hesitated. “I might not understand everything you and the others have been through, but I do know how it feels to be vulnerable. Even though I knew my father loved my brother and me and that he’d do everything he could to protect us, there was still the fear that someone would find out about us and we’d be in trouble. Back then, the council wouldn’t have hesitated to take us away from our home, and both Levi and I were terrified. It was just luck that we weren’t forced away and that we didn’t end up in the kind of situation you and the others ended up in. It’s not the same, and it never will be. But I want you to remember that even if you accept help from someone, it doesn’t make you weak. It makes you human, and it means there are people who care about you. Isn’t that worth having?”

	Of course it was, but Turner didn’t say it.

	He’d never had this. His parents loved him, but they hadn’t been able to protect him against their alpha. When Alpha Rhodes had found out Turner was a carrier, he’d ordered Turner’s parents to hand him over, and they had. Not doing it would have meant trouble for them, and they couldn’t afford it.

	So they’d given Turner away.

	Turner had been kept in that shed for weeks, maybe longer. He’d never done the math, and he had no intention of ever doing it. What he did know for sure was that he’d been starved and been about to be sold like cattle. He hated Alpha Rhodes for that, but also for taking his family from him. Even now that he was free, Turner couldn’t contact them, not when Alpha Rhodes was still in charge of the surfeit. If Turner even tried to visit, he’d pay for it. He didn’t know if Alpha Rhodes would capture or hurt him—especially not when the council and the cete protected Turner, but he wasn’t willing to take the risk.

	Not yet. Not until he was sure he could kill Alpha Rhodes.

	Joel sighed. “Just remember I’m here for you and that I’m not the only one. Everyone in the house and the cete wants you to be happy. You have all the time you need to find out what that means and how to achieve it. Don’t obsess over the past. Try to focus on the future and on what you can have.”

	Turner nodded but didn’t look at Joel again. He waited and listened to Joel leave. When the door closed behind him, Turner allowed himself to relax.

	He was touched that Joel cared so much about him, and he desperately wanted to focus on his future. He couldn’t do that when Alpha Rhodes was still around, living his life and hurting people. As long as he was there, Turner would always be terrified he’d find him and hurt him again. That was why he couldn’t focus on his future. To be able to do that, he’d have to be sure Alpha Rhodes couldn’t hurt him or anyone else, and the only way it would happen was if Alpha Rhodes died.

	Since no one seemed to be about to get rid of him, Turner would do it himself. He wasn’t ready yet, far from it, but he wasn’t afraid of hard work or pain. He’d have to go through a lot of both before he was ready, but it wouldn’t be enough to stop him.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Where’s your boyfriend?” Alastair teased.

	Raven frowned. “Who are you talking about? Jacob isn’t my boyfriend.” Just the thought made Raven feel sick.

	He and Jacob had been best friends since they were kids, and as far as Raven was concerned, he’d never thought about anything more. It might sound stupid, but Jacob might as well have been his brother.

	“Not him. That guy we rescued from the shed.”

	Raven narrowed his eyes. “You mean Turner?”

	Alastair didn’t look like he wanted to answer, but he nodded. “Yeah, him. He seemed to like you when we found him.”

	For a moment, Raven resisted the urge to slam Alastair against the wall. Alex was still there, giving a few pointers to Terrence and Flynn, who’d fought after Raven and Jacob. He wouldn’t take it kindly if Raven beat Alastair’s face into the floor, but Raven couldn’t let this go. Besides, he was known as a hothead. Alex wouldn’t be surprised.

	Raven grabbed the collar of Alastair’s t-shirt, turned around, and slammed him against the wall. He heard the breath whoosh out of Alastair’s lungs, but that didn’t stop him from putting all his weight against him. This way, Alastair couldn’t take a full breath.

	Then Raven glared. “You were talking about Turner, a guy who was taken from his family and locked in a shed before he could be sold to another alpha, who would then have raped him until he got pregnant.”

	“I didn’t mean—”

	“The problem with you, Alastair, is that you often say things you don’t mean, or rather, that you don’t think before speaking. You believe that because most of the alphas have been dealt with, the carriers aren’t in danger anymore? You think that Alpha Rhodes isn’t a danger to Turner?”

	“I never said that,” Alastair choked out.

	“You didn’t have to say it in those words for everyone here to know that’s what you think. But fine. Let’s ignore that and focus on what you are saying about Turner.”

	“I didn’t mean anything bad. I just know he likes you.”

	“Because he clung to me when we found him? Is it because he likes me, or because to him, I represented safety and freedom? He and the other carriers went through a lot, and they don’t deserve to be talked about the way you just did. Got it?”

	Alastair nodded eagerly. His face was turning red, and Raven knew he had to let go.

	He didn’t want to.

	It pissed him off, and it wasn’t just Alastair. He’d heard other people talk about carriers as if now that there was a law against hurting them, they were just like everyone else. That wasn’t the case, because people didn’t treat them like everyone else. It wasn’t fair to them, not after everything they’d gone through, and Raven would be damned if he let anyone talk badly about any of them, but especially Turner.

	Raven didn’t understand why, but Turner had a special place in his heart and mind. Maybe it was because he was the only one who’d so obviously latched onto him and had trusted him to keep him safe, or maybe it was because of something else. Raven didn’t think it mattered. The only thing that mattered was that he cared about Turner and wanted to keep him safe.

	“That’s enough,” Alex said.

	Raven took a step back and dumped Alastair to the floor. Alastair sucked in a breath and looked at Alex, his eyes wide. “We were just joking around,” he said.

	Raven begrudgingly nodded at him in thanks. It would have been easy for Alastair to demand that Raven pay for this, and Alex wouldn’t have been able to say no.

	“Thank you, Alastair. I think you and the rest of the team should head to the showers.”

	Raven started to turn around to obey, but Alex caught his arm. “Not you,” he murmured.

	So Raven waited. He hoped Alex wasn’t about to kick him off the team, but that was a possibility. Raven should have thought before doing that, but he’d been pissed, and he still was.

	He wanted to do more. What good was it for him to be on this team when they couldn’t get rid of Rhodes?

	“What’s going on?” Alex asked once they were alone.

	“We already talked about this. I’m frustrated, all right? It’s not right that Alpha Rhodes is still around, free to do whatever he wants, when he and his friends terrified so many carriers. They’re still afraid to leave the Bishop house because of what was done to them and what could happen to them in the future. And what are we doing? We’re training and fucking around, unable to do anything else.”

	“I understand how frustrated you are, and trust me, we all are. But I won’t work with a loose cannon, Raven. If you can’t play nice and work with the other team members, I’ll have to take you off the team.”

	Maybe that was what Raven needed. Maybe he could go after Rhodes and anyone else who deserved it on his own.

	But no. Doing that would make him a pariah, and that wasn’t what he wanted. At the end of the day, the cete and the forest were his home. He didn’t want to lose that, not even to kill Rhodes. The man didn’t deserve Raven to put all of that on the line for him.

	“I just think he needs to pay,” he said.

	“I agree. He should be in jail and unable to hurt anyone else. We still don’t know what’s going on in skunk territory, and he won’t permit us to check in on his skunks. We’re doing everything we can within the law, and you know that. If we try doing anything else, he could turn it against us. And what would happen then? The team would be disbanded, and it’d be even easier for him to do whatever he’s planning.”

	“What are we supposed to do, then?”

	“Continue working. It’s the only thing we can do, no matter how much you don’t feel like it. Eventually, he’s going to do the wrong thing, and we’ll be there to catch him.”

	“And in the meantime, he
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