
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Life is never perfect—or easy.

	 

	 

	When Josiah agreed to become the coyote alpha, he knew it was a bad idea, and he was right. No matter how hard he tries, the band doesn’t respect him, and he doesn’t know how to change that. With humans sticking their noses all over the forest, he has to solve that problem, but how?

	Luther might be in the forest to keep an eye on the shifters who live here, but that doesn’t mean he’s enjoying it. He has to follow orders, even when he disagrees with them, which in this case, he does. Shifters shouldn’t be locked up, and they should have the same rights as humans.

	Josiah doesn’t know why Luther seems so interested in him, but he can’t chalk it up to Luther doing his job for long. When it becomes obvious there’s more between them, Josiah tries to keep his distance, because Luther is human, and eventually, he’ll leave.

	But Luther doesn’t want to leave. He’s in love with Josiah and will do pretty much anything for him, including trying to find a way to be allowed to stay.

	Luther’s superior has plans, though, and there’s still a shooter on the loose in the forest. Then there’s Josiah’s problem with the band, which he knows will become worse once they find out he’s pregnant. Can Josiah and Luther find a way to make things work, even an imperfect one, or are they doomed to be wrenched apart by circumstances?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Josiah stared at the piece of paper in front of him on the desk. It was supposed to have a list of names written on it, but instead, it was empty. He had no candidates to fill his beta spot, and he knew better than to think he ever would, at least when it came to the coyotes.

	So far, he hadn’t been doing a good job as the new alpha. He barely knew where to start, but he did know he needed a beta. The problem was that no one wanted to work with him.

	He snorted to himself and leaned back in the chair that had once belonged to his father. It wasn’t only that no one wanted to work with him. No coyote respected him, either, which made things even harder. He didn’t know how to break through that, or even if he could.

	Maybe he shouldn’t have accepted the alpha position. He understood why the council had needed him, and if it kept the humans off their back for a while, he was willing to continue, but he doubted he could actually do this. Shifters had to respect their alpha, and they didn’t when it came to him.

	He couldn’t blame them. How could anyone respect him after what his father and his brother had done and the way they’d treated him in front of everyone? They believed what their old alpha had told them, which was that since Josiah was a carrier, he wasn’t fit to become anything, least of all an alpha. It just wasn’t done anywhere in the forest.

	But things were changing. Josiah had never imagined he would be the first alpha carrier in the forest, yet here he was. In a few years, he wouldn’t be the only one anymore. In the meantime, though, the position was unique to him, and he didn’t know what to do.

	He could ask for help. The council and Thomas, the badger alpha, had offered to help any way they could. Josiah wasn’t proud enough to say no, but he didn’t think they could do anything in this situation. He needed a beta, and it would be better if that beta was a coyote. Of course, it would be a problem if the band respected his beta more than they respected him, but he supposed he would deal with that problem if it ever happened. In the meantime, he was trying to deal with the band on his own, and they were ignoring him.

	That was going to become a problem soon, and Josiah had no idea how to solve it.

	He grabbed his cell phone from the desk and opened the messaging app. I want to go home, he wrote.

	Nico’s answer came only a few moments later, as if he’d been waiting with his phone in hand. That was surprising, since he was training with his father to become the next alpha. His twin brother had thrown him and their father for a loop when he’d decided to step down from the role and move in with the badgers, but Nico was more than happy to take Chris’s place.

	Isn’t that what we all want? Nico answered.

	Josiah frowned. I thought you wanted to become the next alpha.

	I did. I DO. It’s more complicated than I thought, that’s all.

	Tell me about it. Nico had been there every step of the way for Josiah, and Josiah was grateful. Now that they didn’t live together anymore, he missed his best friend something fierce. He wished Nico could move in with him and maybe become his beta, but it just wasn’t possible.

	What’s going on?

	Josiah sighed. He didn’t want to dump all his problems on Nico, especially not since Nico seemed to have his own. Nothing much.

	Bullshit. Talk to me, Joe.

	Josiah glared at the screen. I told you not to call me that.

	Fine. Talk to me, JOSIAH.

	Josiah rolled his eyes. I still haven’t found a beta. If he couldn’t tell Nico about this, then who could he tell? Thomas would listen to anything Josiah had to say, but he didn’t want to burden the older alpha. The man already felt guilty enough that he’d pushed Josiah to accept this role. He wasn’t wrong, though. Josiah wouldn’t have accepted if Thomas hadn’t asked. But Josiah owed Thomas everything, and if there was even one thing he could do to thank the man, he would do it.

	Even if the thing was becoming alpha to people who hated him.

	Has no one volunteered? Nico asked.

	You know better than to think anyone would.

	The three dots on the screen danced as Josiah waited for Nico to answer. He startled when his phone started ringing instead of a text appearing on the screen, but since it was Nico, he answered. “You should be working,” he said.

	“Yes, well, I’m not the only one. What’s going on?”

	“Nothing different than what was already going on before.”

	“Are they still ignoring you?”

	“On the good days. On the bad ones, they snap at me and tell me I should never have become the alpha.”

	“They should be punished for that.”

	That word made Josiah cringe, because it reminded him of his father. Nico wasn’t wrong, though. “And who’s going to punish them?”

	“You’re the alpha. You ought to do it, or at the very least, order it.”

	“Me and what army? You know they’re not going to care. They don’t respect my authority, and I don’t think they ever will. My father saw to that.”

	“Your father was a dick.” Nico sounded fierce.

	Josiah’s heart swelled. Once, he hadn’t thought he would ever have a best friend. Hell, he’d thought he wouldn’t be alive past his twenties. His father and his brother had abused him, and there had been nothing he could do about it. But he’d survived, and here he was, at twenty-three years old, a carrier and an alpha.

	This was nothing like the life he’d expected to have, but in many ways, it was better. He wasn’t alone anymore. He had people he cared about and who cared about him. He didn’t have a lover, and he wasn’t planning on finding one anytime soon, but he was young. He had time for that. Right now, he needed to focus on the band. If he didn’t manage to get them under control, the humans would step in, and no one wanted that to happen.

	Maybe that was what Josiah should tell the coyotes. He could make sure they knew what was going to happen if they didn’t listen to him. He didn’t understand why they didn’t. Both his brother and his father had been abusive, and not only to him. They’d been bad alphas, and he didn’t understand how the band wasn’t relieved that they were gone and happy to have a decent alpha.

	Not that it took a lot to be a decent alpha, considering whose shoes Josiah was filling, but he supposed that doing nothing was better than what his brother and his father had done.

	“I guess we should be grateful they’re not making too much of a fuss,” he told Nico.

	“They don’t want the council to know they don’t accept you.”

	“I don’t want the council to know, either. You know what’s going on. We can’t afford to attract even more attention from the humans.” The band was already in the spotlight. 

	The humans had visited, and Josiah didn’t know what to think of them, especially their leader. That man had the band’s future in his hands, but he hadn’t told Josiah anything. He’d just looked around with his intense gaze, taking everything in.

	“And you’re sure no one will agree to become your beta?”

	Josiah sighed. “I already asked the older band members. The ones who stayed with me long enough to listen to what I had to say laughed in my face. The others took one look at me and turned around to leave.”

	“I wish I could do more to help you.”

	“Knowing I can call you anytime to whine is enough. I don’t know what I would do if I didn’t have you.”

	“You’ll never have to find out, because I’m not going anywhere. You can do this, Josiah. I know you can, and so does the council. They wouldn’t have asked you to become the alpha otherwise. You’ll find a way around it. I know it.”

	Josiah hoped Nico’s faith in him wasn’t misplaced. God knew Nico trusted him more than he trusted himself.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Luther sat at the head of the table and looked down its length. It was strange to see an empty seat, but he was also relieved it was empty. He’d never liked Randy, and now he knew why.

	Luther wished there was more he could do to Randy. He wanted to punish him for going against his orders, but unfortunately for him, Randy had been following other orders, coming from people higher up than Luther in the hierarchy. That was why the only thing Luther had been able to do was to kick his ass out of the team, and he knew he was going to pay for it sooner rather than later. In the meantime, both his mission and the forest were safe.

	“Who do we still have on our list?” he asked.

	He knew the answer to that, but it wouldn’t be a bad thing to go over the territories they’d already visited and the ones still missing.

	“The deer, the bats, and the raccoons,” Dean said.

	Luther nodded. “Any of those who might cause trouble?”

	“Not as far as I know. I’m not the right person to ask, though.”

	But Chris and Jacob weren’t here, and they weren’t part of the team. No matter how much Luther trusted them, they were still shifters, which meant they were part of the people he and his team were investigating. 

	“Possibly the raccoons,” Suzanne said.

	“What have you heard?”

	“Nothing much, just a whisper here and there.”

	“That’s not a lot to work with.”

	“What about the coyotes?” Miriam asked. “Aren’t we supposed to visit that territory again?”

	Luther leaned back in his chair. They were supposed to visit the band again, but he wasn’t looking forward to it.

	The coyotes were the problem child in this situation. Their alpha was young, and from what Luther had seen, the band didn’t respect him. So far, it hadn’t been a problem, but he doubted it would last long. He should have written that in his reports, but instead, he’d kept it secret.

	He knew why.

	For some reason, Luther was fascinated by Josiah. More importantly, he liked him, and he hoped Josiah would be able to keep the coyotes under control. He’d just become the alpha, and Luther wanted to give him time to settle into the role and earn the coyotes’ respect.

	It was a problem waiting to happen, though. From what Luther had heard around the forest, the coyotes were hard to deal with. It all stemmed from the way Josiah’s father and brother had led the band, and they hadn’t left Josiah easy shoes to fill. They’d both been abusive assholes, and it was obvious the band was used to dealing with that kind of alpha. They probably didn’t know what to do with Josiah, and the fact that he was a carrier didn’t help matters.

	Luther tapped his fingertips on the table. He needed to write up another report. His superior was becoming impatient, and he wanted Luther to get to the point and make a decision. It wasn’t an easy one to make, though, especially because Luther didn’t want the forest and the shifters who lived here to have to change the way they lived. As far as it looked, even though there had been a fight a little while ago, they had everything under control.

	“We’ll visit them again,” he agreed. “Once we’re done with the others.” That would give Josiah time to try to get the coyotes under control. Luther didn’t even care if it was only a façade. As long as everyone was respectful and appeared to follow Josiah’s orders when he and his team visited the band, he would be happy to put that in his report and go on his way.

	“I can’t wait to go home,” Miriam said.

	She had a baby girl at home, so Josiah wasn’t surprised.

	“I’m more than happy here,” Marlow answered. He’d been quiet until now, but then he always was.

	“That’s because you like living in the forest. I’m sure the shifters can’t wait for us to leave, though.”

	That was probably the truth. No one liked having people sticking their noses in their business, but especially not when those people were humans who were supposed to decide your fate. Luther wasn’t looking forward to going home like Miriam was, but then he didn’t have anyone waiting for him there. His apartment was empty. He didn’t have a family or a significant other. He had his parents and his sister, of course, but they had their own lives. Luther didn’t see them anywhere near as often as he wanted, but it made sense.

	“I don’t know,” Marlow said. “I think that a lot of them are curious about us and wouldn’t mind if we stayed.”

	That was news to Luther. He wasn’t blind, and he’d seen the distrust and sometimes hatred aimed at them. “Wouldn’t they?” he asked.

	Marlow shrugged. “You might not realize that, since you’re our team leader, but I know it for sure. I’ve been talking to a lot of people.”

	“On your own?”

	“I promise I was careful and that I didn’t put myself in more danger than I could deal with. These shifters are just people, though. They want the same things we do.”

	“Except you can’t turn into a badger,” Suzanne pointed out.

	“So? It doesn’t make me more human than they are. They’re good people, just like we are.”

	“The coyotes wouldn’t be in this situation if their alpha had been a good person.”

	Marlow waved Suzanne’s words away. “There are bad humans, too. It’s the same everywhere. It doesn’t mean that the entire forest wants to kill us. I wish you could see that.”

	Luther wished the same. He hadn’t known what to expect when he’d accepted this job, but now he was glad he had. Just like a lot of humans, he’d always wondered what happened in the forests. That was where shifters had been relegated after the war and where they had been locked in since then. What he’d found was very different than what most people thought happened here, and he still didn’t know how to deal with it. These people weren’t just animals like a lot of people thought. Like Marlow had said, they were humans, and they deserved to be treated as such.

	The way they were locked up in forests didn’t sit right with Luther, but he was only one man. How was he supposed to change that on his own?

	“Maybe you should stick around,” Suzanne said.

	“I would if I could,” Marlow responded. “I like these people more than I like my own family, so it wouldn’t be a problem.”

	Luther cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention again. As much as he enjoyed listening to his team talking, they had work to do. “Who do you think we should start with?”

	Suzanne turned her attention back to her phone. “I don’t think it makes a difference. Since I heard people talking, though, maybe the raccoons? The deer and bats should be easy enough, and once that’s done, we can go back to the coyotes.”

	“What about the skunks?” Dean asked.

	“What about them?”

	“They weren’t happy to see us when we went.”

	“Not being happy to see us doesn’t mean we have to visit them again. I didn’t see anything that gave me doubts when we did. Did you?” Luther asked.

	Dean shook his head. “Not see, but I talked with the future alpha. His father isn’t happy about our presence in the forest, and while he played nice while we were there, it might not last.”

	Luther was surprised to find out that Dean had talked to a shifter on his own, too. What was happening to his team? “Who did you say you talked to?”

	To Luther’s surprise, Dean’s cheeks turned pink, and he looked away. “The future alpha. His name is Jasper. He’s Alpha Rhodes’ son.”

	Luther remembered him. He hadn’t been happy to find out what the skunks had done to their carriers, but he didn’t have any authority over them, and his superior wouldn’t care because carriers were shifters. “Did he mention his father was planning something?”

	“No, but he’s worried.”

	Luther nodded. “We’ll add the surfeit to our list, then. We can visit them after the coyotes.” Maybe in the meantime, Luther would find out what Dean knew about Jasper and his father.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Josiah needed advice. He wished he didn’t have to go running back to Thomas, but the badger alpha had been more of a father to him than his own father ever had. He’d told Josiah to call whenever he needed help, and Josiah did. He had no idea what he was doing when it came to being the alpha, and it was starting to show.

	Besides, Josiah was more than happy to be away from the band for a bit. When he was there, he spent most of his time in his cabin. It wasn’t because he wanted to, but rather because he’d had enough of people staring at him and talking about him as if he wasn’t even there. He hated being talked about, even though he was used to it. It had happened since he was a child, and he knew why. He’d been an oddity, a carrier born to the alpha. His father had hated that, and he’d made sure everyone knew. He hadn’t wanted people to think he was weak because he had a carrier son, and he’d taken it out on Josiah.

	Even though his father wasn’t there anymore, the abuse was still happening. No one in the band would raise a hand to Josiah, but the gossiping and the way they were ignoring his orders came close. They were showing him they didn’t respect him, and there was nothing he could do about it.

	So he was always happy to be able to leave band territory, especially when it came to visiting the badgers. They’d saved him, and the weeks he’d spent with them had been the happiest of his life. He hoped that would change eventually, but for now, he wanted to go back and finally have the opportunity to relax a bit.

	He wished he could still live with the badgers without a care in the world like he had before. Well, Josiah had never felt like he didn’t have a care in the world. The time he’d spent with the badgers was the closest to that, though. He’d been away from his father and his brother, with no one abusing him. He’d been able to focus on licking his wounds and healing from what they’d done to him. It hadn’t been easy, and he was still dealing with the aftermath, which was one more reason the band didn’t trust him.

	He had nightmares. Sometimes he woke up screaming in the middle of the night, and he knew the others heard him. It never took much for information to make the rounds, so everyone knew what he was dealing with. They might have been able to accept the fact that he was a carrier, but his trauma was something they held against him.

	He sighed. No matter how much he wished he could just stop being the alpha, move back with the badgers, and forget all about this, he also knew he was doing the right thing. No one else could take his place at the head of the band, and he would have to learn to deal with it.

	He was relieved when he finally parked his car in front of Thomas’s house. He turned the engine off and closed his eyes, taking a moment to breathe. He was tense every second he spent with the band, but he was starting to relax now. His shoulders didn’t feel as tight as they had an hour ago, and even though it wasn’t going to last long, Josiah would make the most out of it.

	He hopped out of his car and smiled when he saw that Alex and Seamus were sitting on the porch. Seamus had given birth recently, and he was holding his baby against his chest. Both he and Alex were looking at Josiah, and Seamus waved with his free hand.

	The sight of them made Josiah’s chest feel tight. Seamus was a friend, and Josiah wished him all the happiness in the world. He suspected Seamus was close to having that now that he had his baby and was married to the man he loved. Seeing them together made Josiah wonder if he ever would be able to have that.

	No matter how many times he’d been told that being able to have a child made him weak, he knew that wasn’t the truth. He’d seen enough carriers have children and be the strongest men he’d ever known. It had taken him a while to wrap his mind around that, but now he knew that even if he had a child, it wouldn’t change how capable he was. It wouldn’t change the fact that he was an alpha.

	He was young still, and he didn’t have anyone in his life, but he wanted children. Now would be the worst moment for him to have any, of course, but that didn’t stop the yearning. His family had been a disaster, and he wanted that to change. He wanted children he could love, a man standing by his side. He’d never have loving parents or siblings, but this, he could have.

	But having children would mess up his new role as the alpha, at least for now. The band already disrespected him. It would be worse if he got pregnant. They’d accepted him because they didn’t have a choice, but having a pregnant alpha would be the last straw. The coyotes wouldn’t accept it, and Josiah didn’t know what would happen then.

	All of that was pointless, since he didn’t have a boyfriend.

	“Josiah,” Alex said with a smile. “Were we expecting you?”

	Josiah shook his head and climbed the porch steps. He made a beeline for Seamus, leaning down to see his daughter. “No one knew I was coming. I need to talk to your father.” One day, Josiah and Alex would work together as alphas. For now, Alex was free to spend time with his family without a care in the world. He spent time with his father, learning how to become an alpha, but he wasn’t one yet, not like Josiah.

	“He’s in his office. You know the way.”

	“You don’t want to spend some time with us?” Seamus asked.

	“I wish I could,” Josiah answered. He was pretty sure Seamus could hear the yearning in his voice. He’d always been perceptive.

	Seamus frowned. “Did something happen?”

	“Nothing that hasn’t happened before. I’m fine. I promise.”

	“You don’t sound fine.”

	“It’s nothing.” Josiah didn’t want to burden Seamus with his problems. Seamus needed to focus on his daughter, and besides, even if Josiah told him about the band, there was nothing he could do.

	There was nothing anyone could do. Josiah needed to find a beta, but he didn’t know where or how. Everyone he’d asked had laughed at him and slammed their doors in his face. He doubted that was going to change anytime soon, no matter who he talked to.

	He was stuck. He didn’t know how to go forward, and he couldn’t go back. No matter how many orders he gave, the coyotes didn’t listen to him. He needed a beta who could take things in hand, but what would happen if the band respected his beta more than they respected him?

	He didn’t have answers to those questions, and he wouldn’t find them until he found a beta. Where he would get that person, he didn’t know, but he would find a way.

	Josiah might be a carrier, and he might never have been supposed to become the alpha, but he was. It ran in his veins, which was why the coyotes hadn’t been able to say no when the council had asked him to take charge. Josiah was strong, stronger than anyone thought, including himself. He could do this, and he would, even if it killed him.

	He just hoped it wouldn’t come down to that.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Josiah was still thinking about his conversation with Thomas a few days later. He was tempted to accept Thomas’s offer of sending a badger or another shifter from the council to help as his temporary beta, but he was afraid it would only make things worse. He needed help, but antagonizing the coyotes wasn’t going to help anyone, especially not him.

	They didn’t trust Josiah. Having another kind of shifter as their beta would make that worse, and if there was even one chance for him to become a real alpha to the band, that would ruin it.

	No. If he wanted a beta, he was going to have to find one himself, and preferably a coyote. He had no idea where to start, which was yet another problem. He’d already asked the oldest people in the band, thinking that they would want the best for the band and would agree to help, if not for him, for the coyotes.

	They’d all said no.

	Josiah wanted to think it had nothing to do with his father, but he wasn’t an idiot. The entire band might not believe what his father had told them about carriers, but some did, and others, even if they didn’t believe it, couldn’t risk it. Agreeing to help Josiah and step up as his beta would put anyone who did it in the spotlight. They would have to deal with recriminations, possibly accusations of betraying the band and the old alpha.

	Sometimes, Josiah wished his father were still alive so he could get his hands on him and strangle him.

	He sighed. Most of the time, he was happy his father and his brother were out of the picture. He would never have to deal with them again, which was a relief, but it didn’t help him in this situation. They might be out of his life, but their presence was still very much hovering over the band and making things harder for him.

	Nico poked at Josiah’s thigh with his bare foot. “You have to stop moping.”

	Josiah playfully glared at him. He could never be angry at Nico. “I’m not moping. I’m thinking.”

	Nico folded his legs under himself. “What are you thinking about?”

	“Thomas offered to send me one of his badgers as a beta.”

	Nico grimaced. “I know it’s tempting to accept, but I don’t think it would be a good idea.”

	Josiah was relieved he wasn’t the only one to think that. “I know. I told him I’d think about it, and I am, but I suspect it would make things worse.”

	Nico nodded. “They don’t trust you now. It won’t get better if you allow another kind of shifter to have power over them. I don’t think it would work.”

	“I don’t, either, but what else can I do? They won’t listen to me. When they see me, they turn around and leave, when they don’t outright spit on the ground in front of me. I should be punishing all of them, but I’m only one man.” And he wasn’t as cruel as his father and his brother had been. He’d thought that would be a good thing, and he never wanted to become like them, but it would be easier for him to control the coyotes if they were afraid of him.

	A knock on the door interrupted them before Nico could answer. They looked at each other, and Nico looked as surprised as Josiah felt.

	“Are you expecting someone?” he asked.

	Josiah shook his head. “I don’t know who it could be.” Maybe a coyote who wanted to tell him how bad he was. It wouldn’t be the first time. Usually, they avoided him, but a few had come up to his door to tell him what they thought about him becoming their alpha.

	Josiah wasn’t looking forward to having to listen to that again, but he couldn’t ignore the knock and whoever was on the other side of the door, no matter how much he wanted to. If the band needed him, he had to be there for them.

	He got to his feet and padded to the front door. The cabin was still more crowded than he liked with old furniture and knickknacks, but he hadn’t had the time to throw out everything yet. When he did, he would need help to get most of the furniture out, and while normally an alpha would count on his people to help, Josiah couldn’t. He would have to call Nico and Chris and other people. The coyotes wouldn’t be happy, and they would make sure he knew it.

	He didn’t know what they wanted. They didn’t want him to be the alpha, but when he did something he shouldn’t be doing as the alpha, they got angry at him.

	He opened the door and blinked at Luther. He’d met the human before, and he’d been looking forward to talking to him again, but he hadn’t expected him to come around today, and more importantly, he hadn’t expected him to come around on his own.

	He looked around. “Is your team exploring the territory?”

	Luther shook his head. “They’re not here.”

	“You’re alone.” That confirmed Josiah’s thoughts, but he didn’t understand why Luther had come on his own.

	“I am.”

	Something had happened, hadn’t it? There was no other explanation for Luther’s presence here. “What’s going on?”

	Before Luther could answer, Nico was there, pushing past Josiah. When Josiah looked down, he saw that Nico had put his shoes on. “I need to go home,” his best friend declared.

	Josiah frowned. “Why? Did your father call?”

	Nico narrowed his eyes at Josiah. He looked amused, and Josiah didn’t understand why. “Not yet, but he’s going to soon. I don’t think he likes having me out of his sight, not after what happened with Chris.”

	“He can’t lock you in your house.”

	Nico laughed. “He can certainly try, but he won’t manage. I’m not Chris, and I’m not afraid to stand up to him.” He kissed Josiah’s cheek. “Call me tonight, all right? We can talk some more.”

	That was a way for him to ask for Josiah to tell him everything that was about to happen with Luther. Josiah would probably need it. He didn’t know how to act with Luther, and it didn’t have anything to do with the fact that Luther was human.

	It had everything to do with the fact that Josiah found him attractive, and that sometimes when he didn’t have nightmares, he dreamt about him.

	Josiah watched Nico walk to his car. Once Nico was inside, Josiah turned his attention back to Luther. “Sorry about that. You were saying?”

	“That I’m here on my own and that you don’t have to worry, because it’s not an official visit.”

	Josiah stepped aside to let Luther in. Luther might not be here officially, but that didn’t mean Josiah shouldn’t treat him as the human envoy he was. “Would you like something to drink?”

	Luther rubbed the back of his neck. “I wanted to talk to you.”

	“You can do that while sipping on some lemonade. Or would you rather have coffee?” Josiah needed a moment to gather his thoughts and be ready to face Luther. No matter what Luther was saying, he had a reason to be here, and Josiah couldn’t think of one, especially not one that didn’t have to do with his job.

	Luther smiled. 

	It made him look softer and less dangerous, and Josiah had to remind himself of who Luther was. 

	“Lemonade would be perfect.”

	Josiah led the way to the kitchen. He grabbed the pitcher of lemonade from the fridge, two glasses from the cupboard, and put them on the table. He sat on the other side of it, facing Luther, and filled both glasses. He drank half of his before Luther even took a sip, but he was nervous.

	“I want to help,” Luther said after a few moments.

	“I’m not sure I understand what you’re talking about.”

	Luther ran his fingertip on the condensation on the surface of his glass. “I know about your problems when it comes to the band.”

	“I’m pretty sure everyone knows about my problems.”

	“You’re probably right. I wasn’t given any details, but I know enough to realize how bad it is. That’s what I want to help you with.”

	This wasn’t what Josiah had expected. “That’s not your job.”

	“It’s not,” Luther confirmed. “I realize you see me as a human who’s encroaching on your territory, but that’s not everything I am. I have orders to follow, but it doesn’t mean I can’t help you, or at the very least, try to.”

	“Why would you do that?” It was the first question Josiah thought to ask, even though it might be the wrong one. He needed the answer before he could accept or decline Luther’s offer, though.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Luther hadn’t missed the way Nico had looked at him as he left. He wasn’t sure what the look meant, but he made a mental note to ask Nico when he next saw him—if he did. Luther saw Chris almost every day, because Chris was assigned to follow him around and smooth things out with the shifters in the forest. Luther knew Nico because he was Chris’s twin, but he didn’t think they’d ever talked in private. 

	He was curious, though, and he was pretty sure Nico wouldn’t hesitate to tell him what he wanted to know. He was more open than Chris, and from what Luther knew, he would be honest.

	First, though, he needed to answer Josiah’s question. It would be easier to do if he knew why he was here exactly, but he didn’t. He also wasn’t sure why he’d offered to help Josiah. Luther doubted there was anything he could do to help. No matter how much he wanted to, he wasn’t a shifter, and he didn’t know how things worked in the forest. He’d been told about the situation, but it wasn’t the same.

	“Luther?” Josiah asked.

	Luther shook himself and looked at the man in front of him. “Because I don’t think any of this is right,” he murmured.

	Josiah’s back was ramrod straight. “I swear I’m doing my best to keep the band under control. I don’t have a beta yet, but I’m looking for one, and I know I’ll find someone soon. That will help.”

	Luther realized Josiah thought he was blaming him for the mess they were all in. There couldn’t be anything further from the truth. Luther hadn’t been talking about that when he’d said he didn’t think it was right. Still, the fact that Josiah didn’t have a beta was worrying, and it could be a trigger for his boss. The man wanted to rain hell on the forest, and he was only waiting for the right excuse to make that happen.

	Luther leaned forward. “That’s not what I was talking about. Like I said, I was told about your situation, and I’m not surprised you’re having trouble. I don’t blame you for it, and I have faith that you’ll find a beta and keep everything under control.”

	“What do you mean, then?”

	Luther wanted to tell Josiah everything, but he couldn’t. No matter how much he wanted to, this was his job. “You know why I was sent here,” he started, trying to find a way to tell Josiah what he meant without actually telling him.

	“Everyone in the forest knows about that.”

	“Right. So we’re here to keep the shifters in the forest under control and make sure a war doesn’t start between the various groups. We’re supposed to keep humans safe from you.”

	Josiah frowned. “I don’t see how we could be a danger to humans. We’re locked up in the forest.”

	With how young Josiah was, he wouldn’t have known anything different from the forest. It didn’t seem like a bad place to grow up, but freedom was important, too. Besides, even though the forest was beautiful, some of the people who lived in it weren’t. Josiah’s father was a prime example of that.

	Luther needed to take a chance. “And that’s not right,” he said. He stared at Josiah as he said the words.

	“What do you mean?” Josiah sounded cautious, and Luther didn’t blame him.

	“I have to obey orders, even when I disagree with them. That includes keeping shifters locked up in their forests.”

	“You think we should be free?”

	“You’re as human as I am. The fact that you can turn into a coyote doesn’t change that. I’m not the one making decisions, though. I have to obey orders, even when I don’t like them. In this case, my orders are to
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