
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Bonds born of love are stronger than those born of blood.

	 

	 

	Philip’s life is in limbo. He can’t leave the house where he was taken when he was rescued from Oscar, the man who raped him until he got pregnant with a boy. He isn’t sure he wants to anyway. He and Myron are safe there, and for the first time in his life, he has friends, people who care for him. He even has a crush on Abel, one of the council members, but he knows nothing can come of it. Abel has his life in hand. He has an important job and no reason to be interested in Philip, not with the kind of baggage Philip comes with.

	Abel has had a crush on Philip since the first time he saw him. He hasn’t told him anything, because he knows it’s not the right moment. Philip’s son is only a few months old, and neither of them can leave the Bishop house. Abel can’t help but hover close, though, helping with Myron when Philip needs him to—and falling deeper in love with him as the days pass.

	The council is still torn in half, even now that Oscar is dead. The man who is going to choose his replacement, Alpha Grimes, is the same man who handed Philip off to Oscar, and that means nothing good can come out of his decision. But when Alpha Grimes dies, everything becomes possible again.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Philip was doing his best not to stare, but Abel in a suit was hard to ignore. He wore it so well, and it was such a change from Abel’s usually comfortable-looking clothes. It fascinated Philip, and it made him want to look even more than he normally did—which was already a lot.

	At least he had something to focus on. He looked down and smiled at his son, cooing when Myron gave him a toothless smile. Myron caught Philip’s finger and pulled it closer, no doubt to put it into his mouth.

	“Do you want me to hold him for a bit so you can go dance?” Nico asked.

	Philip shook his head. “I don’t dance.”

	“So you can go to the bathroom, then.”

	“Thank you, but I’m fine.”

	“He meant so you can finally go talk to Abel,” Nico’s twin, Chris, intervened.

	Philip wondered why he was sitting with them. He liked them, and most of the other carriers he was forced to live with, but sometimes they were a bit much. Maybe it was because Philip had been hidden and locked up most of his life, first by his family, then by the man who’d raped him and had killed his little girl before she even got a chance at life.

	Philip swallowed. He couldn’t think about that, especially not at a wedding celebration. Seamus and Alex deserved to see smiling faces around them, not Philip’s horrified expression when he thought about his past. So Philip forced himself to smile. “Why should I want to talk to Abel?”

	Calum snorted from the other side of the table, but he didn’t say anything, and Philip was grateful for that. He was never sure how to talk to Calum, and he suspected he wasn’t the only one. Calum spent most of his time in his room, and he was present tonight only because, well—Philip wasn’t sure why. They hadn’t been forced to attend the wedding. But Alex was a badger, and the badgers were the ones who’d offered Philip and the other carriers a safe place to stay while the council was hunting them to lock them up. Being there for Alex’s wedding was a show of respect. Philip would have come just to make Seamus happy, though, and since Alex had been the one who’d rescued him from Oscar’s claws, he had a special affection for him.

	“Come on, Philip. Who are you trying to fool?” Chris asked.

	Nico elbowed him in the ribs, but he didn’t seem to care. Philip wasn’t surprised. Chris was the next in line to become the alpha of his clowder, even though he was a carrier. He behaved like an alpha already, even though he was young and wouldn’t take his father’s place for years. He was used to people listening to him, and that hadn’t changed just because he wasn’t living with the clowder right now.

	Philip shook his head and did his best to resist the urge to look at Abel again. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he murmured.

	“No? Well, I was talking about the fact that you always look at Abel like you’re thirsty and he’s the only one who has water.”

	Philip knew his cheeks were red. He could feel it.

	“Or maybe he’s the water,” Nico mused.

	Philip wanted to strangle them both. “It’s not—I don’t—”

	He wasn’t surprised when Nico reached for his arm and squeezed it. He was the sensitive twin, the one who always made sure no one got hurt by what he said or did. Chris cared, too, but he wasn’t as soft and gentle as his twin. “You know we’re just teasing, right?”

	“Not about the way he looks at Abel,” Chris said. “That shit’s real, and everyone but Abel knows it.”

	Philips’ stomach sank. “What?”

	“Come on, Philip. We all have eyes, and the two of you have been dancing around each other ever since you arrived with him. He’s been protective and shit, and we see the way he looks at you as well as the way you look at him.”

	Philip shook his head. “I’m sure you’re wrong.”

	Chris arched a brow. “About you wanting to jump him?”

	And there went Philips’ cheeks again. “No.” He supposed he might as well admit that. Like Chris and Nico were saying, it was obvious to most people, although Philip hoped it wasn’t to Abel. He didn’t know what he’d do if the man knew how he felt about him. “About him looking at me that way.” Or any way.

	A small commotion made the three of them look up. Several people, including Seamus, were heading inside the house. Philip wasn’t sure why, but from who those people were, he could take a wild guess. They were no doubt going to talk about what was going on in the forest and how they could try dealing with the part of the council who thought carriers were nothing more than incubators for whoever paid them the most money.

	“Abel’s going with them,” Nico noticed.

	“He is a council member, you know,” Chris said. “Even though he gets all soft and nice when he’s with Philip.” He turned back to Philip. “So? What’s the problem? It’s not that he’s not your type, not when you look like you want to eat him up.”

	Goddammit. Couldn’t they have stayed distracted? “He’s a council member,” Philip said quietly. “That means he needs someone he can take to whatever parties and dinners the council has. He needs someone he can be proud to be seen with.” And that could never be Philip. Not a lot of people knew what he’d been through, but the ones who did were enough. No one had ever judged him for it, for what had been done to him, but that didn’t change the fact that it had tainted him.

	He looked down at Myron. He loved his son with all his being, and he always would. That didn’t change the way he was conceived, though. It didn’t matter to Philip, but it would to other people, and no matter how gentle Abel was, he had to deal with those people. It was his job.

	“Oh, no,” Nico snapped.

	That was so unusual for him that Philip blinked at him. “What?”

	“You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you?”

	“I have no idea. I can’t read your mind.”

	Nico’s eyes narrowed. “You are good enough. Abel would be proud to be seen with you. I know it. He’s a good man.”

	“I know.” Philip kept his gaze down. He didn’t want to face Chris and Nico.

	“Then what’s the problem?”

	“He wouldn’t care, but what about everyone else?” And even knowing Abel didn’t mind Philip’s past, it was hard to believe he might want Philip the way Philip wanted him. Like Nico said, he was a good man, and that was probably the reason he was always so sweet and gentle. He knew what Philip had gone through and didn’t want him to be hurt again. That was why he was so careful. It had to be.

	“They can go fuck themselves,” Chris said.

	That startled a laugh out of Philip. “I’m not surprised that’s what you think.” After all, he was probably used to tongues wagging about him. He was the heir to his clowder, and he was a carrier. A carrier had never been an alpha. Philip still wasn’t sure it would happen, not with the way things were in the forest right now, but if there was anyone who could face the council and win this battle, it was Chris.

	“It’s not that simple,” Philip tried to explain.

	Chris snorted. “Yeah, it is. You want him, and he wants you. That’s the only two people you need to think of. Well, and Myron, but he doesn’t count since he doesn’t have an opinion yet. He could do with a second dad, though, and so could you. You look like you’re about to fall asleep on your plate.”

	Philip frowned. “That’s because Myron still feeds at night.”

	“I know. I wasn’t blaming you or anything. I just think it’s stupid that you’re letting what other people think stop you from being happy. I might be able to understand that if we were talking about your family, but we’re not. The people who might have something to say about your relationship with Abel are assholes, so what do you care about then? Abel would be lucky to have you in his life like that. Being a carrier doesn’t make you less of a person.”

	“I know that.” But no matter what Chris thought, what other people would say did count. Abel’s job with the council depended on it.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Oscar was dead.

	Abel had never thought he’d hear those words. He didn’t like Oscar—he hated him, and he suspected he wasn’t the only one, albeit maybe not for the same reasons—but Oscar had been young, only in his mid-forties. He should have been a council member for another few decades.

	Except he wouldn’t be, and that was a good thing.

	“Was it really an accident?” someone asked.

	Abel shook himself. Oscar was dead, and that meant two things—that the side of the council trying to do the right thing was one step closer to being able to overturn the carrier laws, and someone had probably killed Oscar.

	Thomas snorted. “I don’t think anyone believes it was. It would be too big a coincidence.”

	“Does that mean that one of us organized it, then?” Abel asked. He didn’t care if the answer was yes, but he doubted it would be. Everyone looked stunned. They weren’t all there, though. The wedding was a small affair, so most of the alphas and the council members they were working with weren’t present. It could be one of them. It also could be anyone else in the forest, though. Oscar had been an asshole, and everyone shared that opinion.

	Thomas leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know. Did you?”

	“Of course not.” Although Abel wished he had. He’d wanted Oscar to pay for what he’d done to Philip. He had, but not because Abel had done anything about it.

	“We didn’t do anything either, and I don’t need Morris to tell us the bears haven’t.”

	“It could be one of the other alphas or council members.”

	“We’ll need to ask them about it.”

	Abel doubted anyone would admit to having done it, and he wasn’t sure they’d be lying. “A lot of people hated Oscar.”

	“I agree. It would be best if we found out who was behind this, though. I’m not planning on handing them over to the police, but I’d like to know who we need to thank.”

	Abel should have been outraged at Thomas’ suggestion that even if they did find out who was behind this, they wouldn’t denounce them. He wasn’t. He might have been a few years ago, but he’d seen too much since then. Some alphas and council members used their power and their position to kidnap and torture people, mainly carriers, who should be cherished. They deserved everything they got, and Abel didn’t care how it happened. If he hadn’t been afraid of losing everything, including Philip, he might have gone after Oscar himself.

	“We should go back to the party,” Alex said. “I doubt we can find out anything tonight.”

	“I’ll stay here and make some calls,” his father said. He and Thomas were close, and Abel could see Alex wanted to tell him to leave it for tonight.

	“Why don’t we all go back, and Morris and I can help you text the people who should know about this?” he suggested. “It’s your son’s wedding. You should be having fun.”

	“Especially since I’m your last kid to get married,” Alex pointed out with a smile.

	“Alex is right. Staying behind to make phone calls isn’t going to change the fact that we can’t do much tonight. Besides, I’m sure most of the council members already know about this. This kind of news has a way of getting around. I’ll send a mass text. I’m sure we’ll have a meeting tomorrow anyway.” He wasn’t looking forward to it, but the council needed to regroup. Abel especially needed to talk to the members on his side, but it could wait for a few hours.

	They headed back to the party. Some people seemed to have noticed they’d been gone for a while, although that was probably because Alex and Seamus had been with them. A wedding party without the grooms was weird.

	Philip was still at the table with Chris and Nico. There were others with them, but as always, Philip was focusing on Myron. He was a great dad and a good man, and he didn’t deserve what had been done to him. He was brave and strong, and he should have all the happiness he hadn’t had in the first part of his life.

	Abel wasn’t sure how to make sure he got that, though. He wanted to help, and more than anything, he wanted to be part of Philip’s life. He knew it wasn’t a good idea, and he’d stayed away.

	Philip had been raped and tortured by a council member, someone who had power over him. Abel didn’t, not the same way Oscar had, since both he and Philip were porcupine shifters, but that didn’t change the fact that he was a council member. He didn’t want to put Philip in the position of possibly agreeing to be with him just because of that. He didn’t know how Philip was, what he thought of when they talked, how he saw him. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

	Or maybe he did. He could admit he had a crush on Philip, at least to himself. How could he not be half in love with him? He wasn’t only beautiful—he was everything Abel could want in a man. He lit up the room when he was there, with his quiet strength and the obvious love for his son.

	Abel didn’t want to risk changing Philip’s life again, not when he’d just found a new balance. Philip deserved the best, and Abel was pretty sure that wasn’t him. He could give Philip a lot—his love, a home, a co-parent for Myron, a comfortable life—but Philip could find that with a lot of other people.

	Abel was a deer shifter, not a predator. Some people thought that made him weak. He also wasn’t the best looking man. He was okay, he supposed, maybe even cute—or so he’d been told—but Philip could have someone gorgeous, just like he was. Of course, looks weren’t everything, but that still didn’t mean Abel deserved Philip, or that Philip would ever want him the way he wanted him.

	But he could be a friend to him. He could be there if Philip needed him. Philip had a lot of friends, but surely he could do with one more?

	Abel was hesitant, but he forced himself to walk toward the table where Philip and the other carriers were sitting. The twins were with him, but they both looked up as one when Abel was almost there. It was freaky, but Abel just smiled at them. One of them—possibly Nico, but Abel wouldn’t have sworn it—smiled, then grabbed the other’s hand and pulled him toward the dance floor. Abel didn’t miss the way the other twin—it had to be Chris—looked at one of the men in uniform that lined the sides of the room for protection.

	But Abel’s attention didn’t stay on the twins. It went back to Philip, just like always when Philip was anywhere close.

	“Can I sit here?” Abel asked.

	Philip’s cheeks flushed. “Of course.”

	“Thank you.”

	“You’re always welcome at my table, Abel.”

	Abel hoped he wasn’t blushing. That was adorable on Philip, but it probably made Abel look like he’d just run a marathon. “Thank you.” He sat on the chair closest to Philip.

	They were silent for a bit, and Abel stared at Philip in what he hoped wasn’t an obvious way. Philip was looking at the dancefloor, and more specifically, at Alex and Seamus. They were slow dancing, even though the song was a fast one and everyone else was bouncing around them. Seamus probably wouldn’t have been able to do that, but Abel doubted that was the reason he and Alex were pressed against each other. He was going on being seven months pregnant, and he’d just married the love of his life.

	Abel cleared his throat. “Do you want me to hold Myron for a bit? You could go dance with your friends.” Or with whatever man caught his attention. Abel hoped that wouldn’t happen, but he wouldn’t say anything about it if it did. It wasn’t his business, and he didn’t have a say in who Philip talked and danced with.

	Philip shook his head. “I’m fine. Thank you.”

	Abel wanted to ask Philip if he wanted to dance, but he didn’t think he’d get a different answer, so he didn’t.

	“God, you two are so boring,” Chris said. He reached for Myron, and Abel was only mildly surprised when Philip handed his son over without saying anything. He trusted Chris and the other carriers they lived with. Except maybe Calum, but that was more because Calum kept so much to himself that no one really knew him.

	“I’m going to take this little guy for a spin on the dance floor,” Chris said. “You two should do the same. Abel, ask him, because he’s never going to take the initiative.” With that, Chris was off, leaving Abel and Philip alone and his words heavy in the air around them.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Philip wanted to hit Chris right now, or maybe to tickle him or whatever. Chris was already gone, though, and Philip followed him with his gaze, smiling when he realized Chris was really going to dance with Myron. It was ridiculous, but also adorable, and Philip wasn’t the only one noticing that. Jacob, one of the guards that lived with them at the Bishop house and made sure they were protected, couldn’t seem to look away from Chris.

	“Do you think he’ll come back to bug us if we don’t obey his order?” Abel asked.

	Philip swallowed. He wanted to dance with Abel, but he didn’t want Abel to feel like he had to ask him just because Chris had mentioned it. “You don’t have to do it. I mean, it’s just Chris and his ideas, you know. Sometimes, he already acts like the alpha he will be, and he doesn’t realize we’re not his clowder members.”

	Abel hesitated, and Philip was surprised at his next words. “What if I want to ask you to dance?”

	“You do?”

	Abel got up and leaned toward Philip, offering him his hand. “Will you do me the honor of dancing with me?”

	Philip knew he was blushing. He couldn’t seem to help it. He took Abel’s hand, though, because how could he not? This was something he’d wanted ever since Abel had helped him the first time—hell, since he’d first seen Abel. Philip had been terrified, but even then, he’d been able to see that Abel had a gentle soul and that he would never hurt him. He still believed that. Everything Abel had said or done told Philip he was the good man he appeared to be.

	And Philip wanted him in his life.

	He wasn’t foolish enough to think that there would ever be anything between them. Abel could have much better than Philip, and he deserved it. He needed someone better because of his position as a council member. Philip could have this night, though. This dance.

	He let Abel pull him to his feet and guide him toward the dance floor. His cheeks felt hot, especially because of the stares he could feel on them. A lot of people had teased about the way he kept staring at Abel and about how much time they spent together when Abel happened to be at the Bishop house. They were probably curious, wondering if the fact that they were going to dance together meant there was something between them. Philip was going to have to answer so many questions later tonight when he and the others went home. He wasn’t looking forward to it, but maybe it would be worth it, worth feeling Abel’s arms around him.

	The song shifted to a slow one just as they stepped onto the dance floor. Philip swallowed. Was Abel going to change his mind?

	He didn’t. He moved in front of Philip and opened his arms, and Philip went right into them. It was a bit weird—the last time he’d been this close to someone, it had been Oscar, and he’d been raped. Philip almost expected to be afraid, but he wasn’t, not when Abel was so careful with him.

	Abel wrapped his arms around Philip, keeping them loose, no doubt so Philip could get away if he needed to.

	Philip didn’t, though. He wanted to stay right there forever. He leaned closer, smiling at the scent of Abel’s cologne.

	“I think you should be the one leading,” Abel said softly.

	“Why?”

	“You’re taller.”

	Philip chuckled. “That doesn’t mean I know how to dance. This is my first time.”

	Abel grinned. “It’s mine, too.”

	“It is? I would have thought you’d have done this plenty of times.”

	“I haven’t. I wasn’t very popular when I was a teenager. No one wanted to dance with me, and thank God, because I’d probably have stepped on their toes and made both of us stumble.”

	“You’re doing well.” They were both a bit clumsy and tense, and Philip wasn’t sure if it was because they didn’t know what they were doing or because of the stares.

	“You are, too. I feel a bit like we’re on display, though.”

	So it was the stares. “I’m sorry. Chris shouldn’t have pushed you to ask me to dance. I know how you hate being at the center of attention.”

	“You’re right, I do, but I think it’s worth it.”

	Philip blinked. “It is?”

	“Yes. I like dancing with you. I think we fit together well, don’t you?”

	He was talking about dancing. That was all. Philip had to remember that. “We do.” They weren’t doing much more than holding each other and moving in circles, but at least they weren’t tripping each other.

	He leaned closer. Abel was warm, and he was making Philip feel that way, too. His arms were wrapped around Philip’s waist, and he was smiling. Philip found himself smiling back.

	He liked this. He liked being in Abel’s arms. He wanted to spend more time there, but when the song ended, he took a step back.

	Abel frowned. “Do you want to get back to Myron?”

	Philip loved his son, but right now, he wanted to stay with Abel, to have a little time with him. He didn’t like that he felt that way, but he’d spent nearly every second of every day with Myron since his birth. He wasn’t just a dad, even though that was his main persona right now. He was also a man. A man who’d been brutalized, but still a man, and he wanted love.

	He looked around to find Chris and Myron. They weren’t dancing anymore. Chris was standing by Jacob, talking to him. He looked up, and his gaze crossed Philip’s. Philip moved toward him, but Chris shook his head and tilted his chin at Abel in a clear order.

	Philip scowled at him. He wasn’t a bobcat shifter, and even if he were, Chris wasn’t an alpha yet. He couldn’t order him around.

	But was it an order if Philip wanted that, too? Myron was safe with Chris. For all that Chris could be forceful, he’d keep Myron safe. Besides, there were plenty of people around who would do that if something happened. Philip was with friends. He was protected, as were the other carriers. They weren’t at the Bishop house, but they were in cete territory, and that meant that no one could touch them, not with the number of guards keeping an eye on things.

	“I think he wants us to keep dancing,” Abel said. He sounded amused, and Philip could admit the situation was kind of funny. He also wanted to take this chance, because when would he have one like this again? All the sons of the badger alpha were married now. The carriers couldn’t travel from one territory to another, not when the council law that said they should be handed over was still in place.

	The next song was another slow one. Alex and Seamus were still dancing, lost in each other, and the person in charge of the music was humoring them. Plenty of other people were dancing, too, and Philip stepped toward Abel again.

	This time, he was the one who reached out, even though he was blushing like crazy. “We should do what Chris wants us to do. It’ll make him happy to have someone listen to him for once.”

	“You’re feeding his alpha tendencies.”

	“So? He’s going to take his father’s place sooner or later.”

	“Maybe.”

	They both knew the future was still uncertain, and that while there wasn’t a law that forbade carriers from becoming alphas, one might be put in place next week, or next month. Neither of them said anything about it, though.

	Abel stepped into Philip’s arms again. They started swaying to the sound of the music, and Philip closed his eyes. Abel was in his arms, around him, surrounding him and making him feel safer than he’d ever felt. He could forget about the clusterfuck that his life was for a bit, just the time of one last dance.

	His problems would still be there when it was over and he was alone again. He’d still be a single father. His life would still be in danger.

	He’d still love his son. He’d still be half in love with Abel. He’d still think nothing could happen between them.

	But for the time of a song, he could fake it and imagine that he and Abel were in love and happy together.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Abel never wanted to let go. He was going to have to find a present for Chris to thank him for giving him this chance of being close to Philip. It felt so good to be there, in his arms. It was a bit like a dream, and while Abel knew he was going to have to wake up eventually, he didn’t want to.

	It was Myron that broke the spell. His cries jolted Abel out of the dream, and when he opened his eyes, he realized that Philip’s attention was already on his son. He didn’t berate him for it. Hell, he wanted to check in on Myron too. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t miss what they’d had for a few minutes.

	Abel stepped away. “Go check in on him. I’m sure Chris will want his turn to dance with an adult.”

	Philip smiled. “Maybe Jacob.”

	“Maybe.” That situation was complicated, though, and Abel was glad he wasn’t in the middle of it.

	Philip shuffled. “Why don’t you come with me? We can sit together. I don’t know what Myron’s problem is, but it shouldn’t be hard to solve. He probably needs to be changed.”

	“I can do that.”

	Philip shook his head. “I’ll do it, but thanks. You could go sit down. I’ll be right back.”

	Abel watched him walk away. He had to pull his gaze up, because it drifted down of its own volition. He was pretty sure a few of the carriers had noticed him from their smirks, but thank God Chris was busy talking with Philip and handing him Myron, so he wouldn’t tease Abel.

	Abel went back to the table where Philip had been sitting earlier. Calum was gone, probably pouting in a corner, or maybe bribing someone to take him back to the Bishop house. Who knew with him?

	Abel settled in his chair and waited. His hands still tingled from the contact with Philip. They’d never been that close, and Abel wasn’t sure they’d get another opportunity. He could ask, no doubt, but what would Philip say? He hadn’t seemed bothered by the closeness, but they’d been dancing in a public place. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to cause problems or something.

	Or maybe he hadn’t minded but wouldn’t want to do anything like this again because they were only friends. Abel could deal with that if it meant making Philip happy.

	“Here we are.”

	Abel looked up. Philip slid into his chair, a drowsy Myron in his arms. “That was fast.”

	“I’ve gotten good at this.”

	“You have. You’re a great father.”

	Philip’s cheeks flushed. “Thank you.” He was silent for a moment, and Abel settled in to watch the people still on the dance floor.

	Then Philip said, “I wasn’t sure, you know.”

	“You weren’t sure about what?” Abel kept his voice quiet, gentle. He could tell that whatever Philip wanted to tell him wasn’t easy, and he didn’t want to spook him or to make him change his mind. He wanted to know everything there was to know about Philip, the good and the bad, even the ugly.

	“That I should keep him. I love him. I’ve loved him since I realized I was pregnant with him. But I’ll never be able to forget how he was conceived, and whose son he is. I don’t care about any of that. I know not everyone will pass over that, though.”

	“Not a lot of people know he’s Oscar’s
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