
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Can a fake start lead to a real future?

	 

	 

	Kerwin is training to be a council assassin against his mother’s wishes, but then he does a lot of things against his mother’s wishes. The only thing she wants for him is to marry a nice demon woman and have lots of demon babies, so when he finds himself on a surprise blind date she organized, he grabs the first cute guy he finds and tells his date he has a boyfriend.

	Fergus was at the coffee shop to meet his best friend, not to play fake boyfriend—to his mate? When Kerwin leaves, Fergus panics because he hasn’t had the time to tell him they’re fated to be together, but luckily for him, his best friend knows exactly who Kerwin is. Their problems aren’t over, though.

	Fergus and Kerwin are just starting to work things out when Fergus’s sister gives birth to a half-demon baby she doesn’t want. Fergus can’t abandon his nephew, but he also can’t be sure that Kerwin is ready to be not only a mate but also a father. Will he have to choose between being the two?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	When Greg reached for Kerwin, Kerwin’s first instinct was to grab him with his tail. It was like a third arm to him, and he was used to relying on it as much as he relied on his other appendages. The problem was that he was supposed to be learning not to rely on it that way. If he wanted to become an assassin, he needed to be able to attack and defend himself without using his tail.

	Even though he hated it.

	He tightened his tail around his waist and focused on defending himself with his arms instead of throwing it out at Greg. He raised one arm, blocking Greg’s punch, and since he knew the other man, he could predict what Greg would do next.

	Kerwin grinned. Sure enough, Greg crouched just a bit and threw out a leg, trying to kick Kerwin off balance. Kerwin unwrapped his tail from his waist and used it for balance, pressing the tip against the ground. He kept himself on his feet, then used his tail to propel himself forward.

	“That’s a good use of your tail,” Jamison said from the sideline.

	Kerwin beamed. He wanted the trainers to see he was trying, and he was glad they did. It was getting easier, and he was damn proud.

	What wasn’t getting easier was not being distracted. Kerwin didn’t feel in danger when he was training with his friends, but he would be when he was in a real fight, something he hadn’t yet experienced. He’d have to keep his focus then, something he wasn’t doing well just now.

	And Greg took advantage of it.

	Greg twisted and threw out his other leg. It knocked against Kerwin’s calves, and even with his tail out, the force was enough to send Kerwin backward. He circled his arms, trying to keep himself on his feet, but Greg stood in front of him with a grin. He quickly pushed Kerwin, who fell back, his ass hitting the ground.

	Jamison clapped his hands. “Good job,” he said.

	Greg offered Kerwin his hand, and even though Kerwin was tempted to pout, he took it and allowed Greg to pull him to his feet.

	“I ended up on my ass,” he grumbled.

	Jamison chuckled. “You did, but you made a conscious effort not to rely on your tail. Instead, you used it the way we’re training you to use it. That’s a win, in my book. You still have to think about not using it when you fight, but it’ll become instinct, and that’s what we’re aiming at.”

	Kerwin found himself smiling. If Jamison, who was one of the trainers, told him he’d done a good job, he could believe him. None of the trainers would have said that if it hadn’t been true. They were training Kerwin and the others to become council assassins, and it would be too dangerous to lie to them when it came to this.

	At least someone was happy with Kerwin and how he was doing. He couldn’t say the same for his mother, but then she seldom had anything to be happy about when it came to him lately. She had expectations, and unfortunately, they didn’t match Kerwin’s. She had a hard time understanding and wrapping her mind around that.

	Kerwin followed Greg to the side of the training area. Two other trainees took their spot, and Kerwin flopped down on the grass next to Wallace. Wallace’s cheeks were flushed and he was still sweating, but from what little Kerwin had seen, he’d done a good job, too.

	“Payne kicked my ass,” Wallace whined.

	“And was Hawthorne there to see it?”

	Kerwin hadn’t thought it possible, but Wallace’s cheeks flushed an even darker red.

	“He’s not here today,” Wallace mumbled.

	“Then it’s fine, right?”

	Wallace rolled his eyes. “Fine? The others saw me.”

	“Yeah, but you have a crush on one of our trainers. You know, both of you are adults. No one would care if something happened between the two of you.”

	“He’d have to allow me to get close,” Wallace muttered. “But every time he sees me, he runs the other way.”

	Kerwin had noticed Hawthorne’s behavior, but it was none of his business. He wanted his friend to be happy, and whether or not that was with Hawthorne didn’t matter. He wished Hawthorne wasn’t making such a visible effort to keep Wallace at arm’s length, though.

	Kerwin dried his face with his towel and dug into his bag for his phone. When he found it, he took it out and checked his notifications, groaning when he saw a text from his mother. Wallace leaned against him, peeking at the screen.

	“I thought she wasn’t talking to you,” he said.

	“Looks like she changed her mind.” Kerwin unlocked the phone. He might as well see what his mother wanted. Trying to ignore it wouldn’t help. If anything, it would make things more challenging, because she’d know he was ignoring her, and she’d be pissed.

	And no one wanted to deal with her when she was pissed.

	Kerwin opened the message with apprehension. He read it, frowned, then reread it. “Huh. It looks like she decided it was time for us to make peace.”

	“Yeah?” Wallace asked.

	Both of them had complicated relationships with their parents. In Kerwin’s case, it was with his mother, while Wallace and his father didn’t see eye to eye. Kerwin knew that if Wallace had his way, he wouldn’t be here, training to become a council assassin. The only reason he trained was that his father was in the military and had pulled a lot of strings. He wanted Wallace to follow in his footsteps in uniform like Wallace’s brothers had, even though there was nothing Wallace wanted less. Wallace’s father didn’t care what Wallace wanted, unfortunately. Many people would have told Wallace to tell his father to fuck off, but Kerwin could understand how hard it was to do something like that with a parent. Even though his mother was infuriating and treated him like a child who didn’t know what he wanted, she was still his mother.

	And apparently, she wanted to have coffee with him.

	“She says she misses me and that she’d like to get coffee after training. She’ll wait for me in a coffee shop in town.”

	“Isn’t that weird?”

	It kind of was, but Kerwin hoped this was a way his mother had come up with to reach out to him. She wasn’t one for coffee shops, but the fact that she was willing to go to one to be with Kerwin made him smile. “I didn’t expect it.”

	Wallace’s smile was sad. “I’m glad for you.”

	Kerwin didn’t tell Wallace his father would come around, too. He’d met the man a few times and doubted anything would make him change his mind. Wallace’s unhappiness certainly hadn’t.

	And speaking of the devil, Kerwin winced when he noticed Wallace’s father striding toward them. He wished he could shield Wallace, who hadn’t seen his father yet, but there was nothing Kerwin could do. Wallace’s father wasn’t a man who took being ignored nicely. Kerwin doubted he took anything nicely.

	“Wallace!” the man yelled.

	Wallace’s eyes widened, and he scrambled to his feet. He turned to face his father as the man reached them.

	Just like Wallace, Wallace’s father’s cheeks were flushed. It wasn’t for the same reason, though. Wallace had been training, while his father was clearly pissed.

	“What was that?” Wallace’s father demanded to know.

	“What was what?” Wallace asked.

	“You called that a fight? That man kicked your ass.”

	Wallace looked down at his feet. “I did my best,” he mumbled.

	“Your best isn’t enough! Why are you so intent on wasting the opportunity I gave you? Do you understand how many people wish they could be here in your place? You got one of these spots, thanks to me, but you’re going to lose it if you don’t take this seriously. I don’t think I’ve ever been as disappointed in you as I am now.”

	Wallace glanced up. “I thought you’d been disappointed in me since I was born,” he snarked.

	His father’s eyes narrowed, and he took a step forward. “What did you just say?” he asked, raising a hand and pushing Wallace’s shoulder.

	That was it. Kerwin had hesitated to intervene, because Wallace knew better than anyone how to deal with his father, but he wouldn’t allow the asshole to hurt Wallace.

	Hawthorne stepped in before Kerwin could do or say anything. Kerwin wasn’t even sure where the man had come from. Like Wallace had said, he hadn’t been here before, yet now, he suddenly was—a mountain of a man, staring down Wallace’s father. Kerwin could suddenly understand why Wallace had such a crush on him.

	“What do you think you’re doing?” Hawthorne asked with a growl.

	Kerwin noticed he stayed as far away from Wallace as possible, guiding Wallace’s father to face him rather than fully going to them.

	“You’re one of the trainers?” Wallace’s father asked.

	“I am, and if you have any problem with your son’s training, you come to me.”

	Kerwin eyed the two men, then Wallace, who looked like he wanted the earth to swallow him. Kerwin couldn’t say he blamed him, and as he wrapped an arm around his friend’s shoulders, he wondered what would happen next.

	Wallace hated this. He didn’t want to hurt people. He didn’t want to be an assassin. He’d told Kerwin all of this more than once, and Kerwin’s heart broke every time.

	Because Wallace didn’t have a choice.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“You need to eat more,” Fergus’s grandmother said. “You lost weight since the last time I saw you.”

	He patted her arm. “I haven’t.” Even though he’d been trying like hell to do exactly that. He liked eating a little too much, though, and he’d surrendered to the fact that he’d always have a bit of a stomach a while back. He didn’t mind the way he looked, anyway.

	“Are you blind?” Fergus’s sister asked. “How can you say he’s lost weight? It’s clear he’s gained weight.”

	Fergus bit his tongue. He wanted to snap back at Emily, but their mother was in the room with them, and she wouldn’t let him. If he tried, she’d spend the next half hour yelling at him, and he had an appointment for coffee with his best friend. He didn’t have the time or energy to deal with his mother’s tantrums today. He kind of wished he didn’t have to deal with his sister, either, but she wasn’t going anywhere. She sat at the kitchen table, eating cake and rubbing her stomach. She was huge, but then she’d be giving birth soon.

	Fergus wasn’t sure if he dreaded that moment or if he couldn’t wait for it to happen. He had no way to find out how becoming a mother would change Emily, but if she followed their mother’s example, it would be for the worse.

	Their grandmother frowned. “That’s not nice,” she scolded Emily.

	“It wasn’t meant to be. Someone has to be honest with him before he becomes as big as a house.”

	Fergus swallowed. Even though his sister and his mother had been talking about him this way since he was a child, it still hurt. He’d accepted himself and knew nothing was wrong with him. He wasn’t the most beautiful man in the world and wasn’t exactly fit, but he wasn’t a monster, either. His sister was aware of that, but she liked getting under his skin, and she was extremely good at it, especially now that she had nothing else to focus on. She was reaching the end of her pregnancy, which meant she wasn’t working.

	Not that she’d been working before. But she’d spent most of her time with her friends, partying and doing who knew what. Fergus hadn’t seen her much, and he’d been grateful.

	He swallowed the bitterness that threatened to come out. “It’s fine. But I have to go.”

	“Where?” his mother intervened. She watched him over the rim of her mug. She only drank her coffee black—like her heart.

	She wasn’t asking because she was curious. She wanted to know what Fergus was up to so she could criticize him.

	“I’m meeting Jamison.” It was better not to tell them it would be in a coffee shop. Emily would jump on the occasion to make fun of him again if he did.

	“You spend a lot of time with him,” Fergus’s mother said.

	“He’s my best friend.”

	“That’s what you always say, but I don’t understand why anyone would want to spend that much time with you.”

	She didn’t say that even though she was his mother, she didn’t want to spend any length of time with him, but he heard the words anyway, and they hurt.

	Fergus plastered a smile on his lips and got to his feet. “I don’t really understand it, but I’m not going to argue.”

	“Are you in love with him? Because let me tell you, that’s not going to do you any good. There’s no way a man like him will ever look at someone like you.”

	Fergus was aware of that. Luckily, he wasn’t in love with Jamison. “He’s just a friend,” he said for what had to be the hundredth time. His mother never believed him, and he didn’t understand why.

	She nodded, satisfied. “Of course he is. He couldn’t be anything else.”

	“Since you’re here, I have a favor to ask,” Emily interrupted.

	Fergus didn’t groan, but it was a close thing. He knew what his sister wanted. “Yes?” he asked, even though he wanted to say no and run.

	“I need money for the baby,” Emily said. She acted as if she hadn’t insulted Fergus seconds ago, but he supposed that to her, it didn’t matter. She didn’t see anything wrong with what she said to him.

	“I don’t have anything available right now. I gave you everything I could spare the other day.”

	“Don’t talk to your sister like that,” Fergus’s mother snapped. “She’s about to have a baby. She needs money and for people to take care of her.”

	Fergus wanted to ask her why she didn’t take care of Emily, but he didn’t dare. “I realize that, and I wish there was more I could do, but until I get paid, I don’t have anything else.” He hesitated. “Maybe you could reach out to the father, Emily.”

	He’d known that was a mistake even before the words left his lips, but Emily hadn’t created this baby herself. She’d refused to tell anyone who the father was, and Fergus wondered if it was because she didn’t know. He wouldn’t be surprised, and he didn’t care, but he was tired of supporting Emily, dammit.

	Emily’s eyes narrowed, which told Fergus she was angry. He didn’t have a lot of time to ready himself for what was coming. Seconds later, Emily pressed her hands against her face and sobbed.

	It was loud and dramatic, and extremely fake.

	“Look at what you’ve done,” Fergus’s mother snapped as she rushed toward Emily. She wrapped an arm around her daughter’s shoulders, trying to soothe her. “I already told you not to bring the father up,” she snarled at Fergus

	“I know, but he should know what’s happening. This is his baby, too. He should contribute.”

	“Who the father is doesn’t matter. This is Emily’s baby, which means he’ll be perfect and beautiful.” She glared at Fergus. “Unlike you.”

	That last barb was expected, and it didn’t even hurt. Fergus got to his feet, ready to be out of there. “All right. I’ll get you money as soon as I can.”

	“See that you do.”

	Fergus kissed his grandmother’s cheek. “I’ll see you soon, all right?”

	She was still frowning. He knew she wished she could say something more to Emily and Fergus’s mother, but the three of them lived together. They’d made her life a living hell the few times she’d tried to say anything, and Fergus had convinced her to stop. He’d take her in if he could, but his apartment was too small. She kept insisting she didn’t need a babysitter, but she was older, which was why she lived with Fergus’s mother, who was supposed to take care of her. He supposed she did.

	In her own way.

	Fergus almost ran out of the room. Being here made it hard to breathe, and he’d never come back if it weren’t for his grandmother. Since she lived here, Fergus tortured himself by coming around at least a couple times a week. He was always happy to see her but even happier to leave.

	He climbed into his car, carefully backed out of the driveway, and made his way toward the coffee shop. He wondered what he’d order as he drove. Maybe some tea? If he got just plain tea, though, Jamison would notice, and he’d know Fergus had just seen his mother and sister. He always got pissed when that happened, so it would be better if Fergus bought what he actually wanted, which was coffee with enough caramel to drown himself. It wasn’t like he drank the stuff every day, anyway. He was careful about how he ate, but he could get a good coffee.

	Hopefully, the sugar would be enough to get him out of the funk he always fell into when he saw his family.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Kerwin peeked into the changing room. He wasn’t surprised to see that Wallace was still there, sitting on one of the benches, staring ahead. Kerwin was pretty sure Wallace couldn’t see what was in front of him. He was lost in his thoughts, which considering what had happened, wasn’t a surprise.

	Kerwin rapped his knuckles on the frame of the door. Wallace jerked at the sound, started getting to his feet, then relaxed when he saw it was Kerwin.

	“Everything okay?” Kerwin asked, even though it was clear everything wasn’t.

	Wallace shrugged. “I’ll be fine. It’s not the first time he’s talked to me like that.”

	Kerwin hesitated. Wallace was a private person, but what had happened today had made Kerwin both scared and angry. “Does he always become physical?”

	The way Wallace avoided looking at Kerwin told Kerwin he did.

	“Sometimes, when he’s really pissed,” Wallace confirmed. “He doesn’t care that I’m training to kill people. Apparently, he doesn’t think I’d be able to kill him.”

	Kerwin went to sit next to Wallace. “I know you don’t like talking about this, but I’m here if you need me. What your father is doing isn’t right. He shouldn’t force you to do this or anything else. No one should, especially considering what this training will lead to. You don’t have it in you to kill people.”

	Wallace snorted. “Because you do? None of us know what it’ll be like once we become assassins. We think we do and want to do the right thing, but I’m pretty sure several of us will take a step back once we’re faced with reality.”

	Like Wallace would if he could. There was nothing Kerwin could say to convince Wallace to leave the program. Wallace’s father wouldn’t let him, and even though Wallace was an adult, his father could make his life hell.

	“You don’t have to stay with me,” Wallace said, knocking his shoulder against Kerwin’s. “Call me once your date with your mother is over, all right?”

	“I’ll let you know what she wanted.” Kerwin wanted to be hopeful, but he was afraid to.

	After stamping a kiss on Wallace’s temple, Kerwin got to his feet and left the changing rooms. He’d already showered and dressed, so he headed for

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
CATHERINE
)l IEVENS
/

OPEN

KERWIN

HHH
FHHH
.......





images/image.jpeg





