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Description: Love can heal even the worst of wounds.

Hansen has spent the past few years saving people. He likes his life,
but there’s one thing missing—his mate. He yearns for that kind of
connection, even though there’s nothing he can do to find the one
person who's destined to be his.

Evan has spent the past few years in a cage. The last thing he
expected when he was taken out of it and used as leverage by a
hunter was to find his long-lost best friend—and his mate. After
everything he went through and the fact that he’s now a mutant, he’s
not sure what he’s ready for, but he won't let the hunters and the
doctors win.

Hansen and Evan find their way to each other, but their fight won’t be
over until all the labs are closed and the hunters are gone. The
problem is that no one knows how to make that happen or how long it
will take.

Or what will happen to the mutants and their loved ones in the
meantime.
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EVAN DIDN’'T WANT TO do this. He really didn’'t want to do this.

He' d been hurt enough in hislife not to want to do the same to someone else.

He wasn't sure what was happening, but there weren't a thousand reasons for a
hunter to take him out of his cage and sneak him out while trying not to get anyone's
attention.

Evan was used to dealing with hunters.

He had no idea how long he' d been a prisoner, but it had to have been years by now.

He'd been moved from facility to facility, punched and beaten, laughed at and
insulted.

Nothing good ever came from hunters, and this one wouldn’t be any different.

For a moment after the hunter had taken Evan out of his cage, Evan had thought he
was about to die.

He was still torn about how he felt about that.

Part of him just wanted all of thisto be over, but another part didn’t want to give the
hunters and the doctors the satisfaction of killing him.

Evan was stronger than people thought—stronger than he thought sometimes.



That was why he was still alive. It was why he was finally out of his cage.

He didn’t know the reason why the hunter had taken him out, though.

He' d stuffed Evan into a small box in the back of his van, and they’d driven for a
while.

If Evan had to choose, he'd pick a cage instead of a box.

It was roomier and let in more light.

He' d snickered as he stumbled out of the box, and the hunter had stared at him like he
was losing his mind.

He felt it was better for him to laugh than to cry, even though it made him feel like he
Was nuts.

It was probably a sign of how traumatized he was that he could see humor in all of
this.

What was he going to do, anyway? Scream for help? No one ever came, and he'd
stopped doing that a long time ago.

Which was how he'd ended up standing in an aley.

He looked around, then back at the hunter.

“Y ou want me to do what?’

The hunter glared. He smelled bad, but when Evan tried moving away, he tightened
his hold on Evan’s arm and shook him.



“You heard me. You're going to go to the door and knock and come up with an
excuse to get Orion to step out of the bakery.”

“Are you going to hurt him?’

It was obvious, but Evan needed to waste time. Maybe someone would walk by and
notice them. Maybe they’ d stop Evan before he could help the hunter hurt this Orion

guy.

“None of your business.”

The hunter reached behind himself and pulled out a gun from the waistband of his
dirty jeans. “You better obey. Y ou won't like what happensif you don’t.”

Evan was tempted to tell him that nothing he could do with that gun could be worse
than what had already been done to him in the labs, but he didn’t want to push it.

Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing if the hunter shot him.

He would never have to go back to the lab. He could finally rest.

“I won't help you hurt him,”

Evan said with more conviction than he felt.

He should have known better than to stand up to a hunter.

The man didn’t shoot him.

Instead, he raised his gun and hit Evan on the side of the face, right where Evan was
already bruised.



Pain exploded under Evan’s skin, and he stumbled back, reaching out to hold himself
up against the wall.

The alley wasn't particularly dirty, but his stomach heaved anyway.

Of course, it wasn't like he was clean.

He couldn’t remember the last time he had a shower.

The doctors in the lab kept him clean when they needed to poke at him, but beyond
that, they didn’t care, and the hunters cared even less.

Evan supposed it was hypocritical of him to judge the hunter for his stench when he
probably smelled just as bad, but at |east the hunter had access to a shower.

Evandidn't.

“Y ou’'re going to do what | tell you to do,”

the hunter said through gritted teeth. His gaze flickered to the back door of the
bakery. “I'll kill you if you don’t.”

“Then kill me.”

Pain pulsed in Evan’s face.

He wasn't sure he was bleeding, but he wouldn’t be surprised if he was.

He reached up to clean whatever seeped there with the sleeve of his oversized hoodie.
It was black, so it wouldn’t stain any more than it already was.



The hunter smiled.

He was missing several teeth, and his breath smelled of beer and decay.

Evan heaved, but he managed not to throw up, probably because he couldn’'t
remember the last time he' d eaten something.

“I’Il kill you, then I'll kill my son. Or maybe I'll do it the other way around so you
can see what happens when someone disobeys my orders.”

This Orion guy was the hunter’ s son? Hunters really were monsters, weren't they? “If
you'’ re going to kill him anyway, you can get him out of the bakery without me.”

The hunter raised his gun again, but he didn’t hit Evan this time. He ran the muzzle of
the gun down Evan’s cheek, then tapped it on Evan’s lower lip. “ So you want to die.”

“Wouldn't you?”’

“There are worse things that | can do to you than kill you. Do you want to find out
what those things are?’

Evan didn’t even want to think about them.

He thought he'd stopped feeling fear a long time ago, but he was starting to realize
that wasn’t the case.

He was terrified at the thought of what this man could do.

The other hunters and the doctors had hurt him, but they’d never violated him.
Something told Evan that was what this man was suggesting.



He couldn’t. If something like that happened to him, he'd fracture, and he wouldn’t
be able to pull himself back together ever again.

He breathed out. “Fine. I' [l go.”

The hunter nodded. “Knock on the door and get him to step out in the alley.”

Evan hated himself for doing this, but he didn’'t have an alternative. He' d hoped the
hunter would kill him if he said no, but that wasn’t going to happen, and he couldn’t
deal with anything else.

He moved closer to the door.

He glanced back, and the hunter narrowed his eyes at him.

There was a silent threat in his eyes that Evan couldn’t ignore, so he quickly knocked
before pulling the hood of his hoodie up.

Whoever opened the door would be alarmed if they saw the state his face wasiin.

The door opened to revea abig man.

Evan sucked in a breath and quickly took a step back, even though he didn’t think the
man would hurt him.

Why would he? He didn’t know him.
He was big, though, with blond hair and muscles that made him look like he could

break Evan in half without getting out of breath. There was a streak of flour on his
cheek, which looked oddly out of place on him.



“Can | help you?’

the man asked.

Evan wrapped his arms around himself. He didn’t know if this was Orion, but who
else could it be?“I’'m really sorry about this,” he said.

Evan knew the moment the man noticed the bruise on his face because he sucked in a
breath. He opened the door wider so he could move closer to Evan, doing exactly
what his father had expected.

“Who hurt you?’

the man asked.

Evan shook his head. “I didn’t want to do this. He forced me.”

“Good boy,”

the hunter drawled, making Evan want to puke.

The shock on the baker’'s face was obvious. He hadn’t expected the hunter to be
there. He clearly didn't want anything to do with him because he moved back
towards the bakery. His hands tightened into fists at his sides as if he were ready to
fight the hunter.

Part of Evan hoped he would.

But before the baker—Orion, he had to be Orion—could do anything, the hunter

grabbed Evan around the neck. Evan squeaked and tried to pull the arm away, but he
couldn’t. The hunter had a good hold on him, and he wasn't giving it up.



“You'’re going to come with us,”

the hunter said.

Orion shook his head. “I can't leave.”

“Yes, you can, and you will, because otherwise, Evan will pay the price.”

He squeezed his arm around Evan'’ s throat. “Won't you?’

Evan wasn't sure if the hunter was talking to him, but the answer was obvious. Of
course the hunter would hurt Evan if his son refused to come along. It was why he'd
taken Evan out of his cage. He'd wanted to use him, and he was.

And there was nothing Evan could do about it.

HANSEN WAS JEALOUS.

He couldn’t look away from Eliza and Olga.

Why was he sitting with them again? Why did he have to watch them as they cuddled
and smiled at each other? This was what happened when he agreed to get a drink with

hisfriends.

He'd aways been a weepy drunk, and while he wasn't there yet, it wouldn't take
many more drinks for him to reach that point.

“I wish | had amate. Period,”

hetold Davey. “It' s not fair. Why is everyone finding their mate, but I’'m not?’



He glanced at Olga.

Maybe she could help.

She could see the future, so maybe she’' d seen Hansen's.

He didn’t need to know everything, just whether or not he would meet his mate and
when it would happen.

He was tired of waiting, but if he knew how long it would take, he could make his
peace with it.

“Have you seen anything? Is my mate coming?’

“You know | can't tell you,”

she said as she squeezed her mate tighter against her side. They were so happy that it
made Hansen want to cry.

Maybe he'd drunk alittle more than he remembered.

“But | want to find my mate. Even Davey found his, and have you seen Orion? He's
gorgeous.”

“Don’'t talk about my mate like that,”

Davey warned. There was no heat in his voice because he knew that Hansen would
never do anything to hurt their friendship. Besides, Orion only had eyesfor Davey.

That was what Hansen wanted.



He wanted someone who would fit into his life, someone who would make him
happy and that he could make happy.

He wasn't afraid of hard work when it came to relationships, but he’ d stopped dating
awhile ago, and he missed it.

He missed having something like that to look forward to and having someone to
cuddle with and to talk to.

He missed intimacy, holding hands, and tender kisses on the couch while watching
TV.

What was the point of doing all of that with someone who wasn't his mate? He
couldn’t shake the feeling that it would be a betrayal, and with his luck, he’'d meet his

mate right after getting serious with someone.

No, he didn’'t want that to happen, which meant that the next person he would date
was his mate.

“l have eyes, Davey. What am | supposed to do when | see him? Look away? That
would be kind of weird, and I’'m pretty sure Orion would want to know what's up
with me,”

he explained. He was proud that his voice wasn't slurring.

“You're so dramatic,”

Olgateased.

“1 just want to finally start something, you know? I’ve been hunting scientists and
liberating people for years now, and I’ ve never had anything for myself. | want that to



change.”

“Y ou could date,”

Davey offered.

Hansen shook his head. “Only my mate.”

He'd done one-night stands, dates, and even serious relationships. None of them
could compare to what he could see between Olga and Eliza or between Davey and

Orion. That was what he wanted.

He lost track of the conversation as he thought about his mate hiding somewhere out
there.

He was startled when Olga and Eliza got to their feet to leave.

It was later than he' d realized, but he hadn’t exactly been watching the clock.

He wasn't ready to leave yet, so he was glad that Davey seemed okay staying with
him for abit longer.

There' d been something going on with him, and while Hansen had been curious, he
hadn’t wanted to push. Maybe it was time to.

He hadn’t expected Davey to answer his questions, but Davey did, shocking him.

He shocked him even more when he told him about his best friend and what had
happened to him.

Hansen had been in alab, like all of them.



He knew what the scientists and the doctors did to people, and he could understand
why Davey was so frantic.

He wanted to get his best friend out of whatever lab he was in. No one should be
stuck in one of those places. They were hell on earth.

“Have you told anyone else about this?’ he asked.

“Moore and Orion.”

“And what did they say?’

It was clear that Davey felt guilty about what had happened, but he had no reason to.
He might not listen to Hansen if he said that, but surely, he' d listen to his mate.

“Y ou already know what they said,”

Davey said with aglare. “You don’t have to ask.”

“Well, if you believed them, you wouldn't be feeling guilty. If Evan was your best
friend, he wouldn’t want you to be unhappy.”

The same went for Hansen. He might be unhappy because he didn’t have a mate, but
he would never begrudge his friends for finding theirs.

“But I’'m supposed to focus on getting him back, not on building a life with my
mate,”

Davey argued.

“Let me ask you this.”



Hansen turned to face Davey, tucking hisleg under himself to be more comfortable.
“How would you feel if your roles were reversed? If you' d been left behind while
Evan was free? What would you do if, when he found you, he told you he’d met his
mate and had built alife with them? Would you think he'd been wasting time instead
of trying to find you, or would you be happy that he had support?’

“1’d be happy for him.”

Davey sighed. “I know he'd be happy for me. It's not like | can look for him twenty-
four-seven. He' d understand that.”

“There you go. | redlize it's much harder to actually deal with this, but as long as
Evan wasn’'t an asshole, he wouldn’'t want you to slowly kill yourself to find him. He
certainly wouldn’t want you to ignore your mate.”

“I’m not.”

“I know.

I’m sure Evan would be happy for you, and it’s not like you’ re going to stop trying to
find him.

Y ou’ ve been through alot.

We dl have, and we're still dealing with all the consequences.

Don’'t make yourself unhappy just because you feel like you have to be.

There' s no doubt what Evan’'s gone through is horrible, but it doesn’t make what you
went through any less awful.”



Hansen squeaked when Davey unexpectedly pulled him into a hug. “Thank you,

Davey murmured.

“Just don’'t hug me to death,”

Hansen said, hugging Davey back.

They didn’t linger long after that.

Davey was probably eager to get to his mate, and Hansen couldn’t blame him.

He' d want the same if he had someone like Orion waiting for him at home.

Hell, he wouldn't care even if his mate was nothing like Orion.

Orion was handsome and sweet, and he was exactly what Davey needed, but Hansen
didn’t care what his mate looked like.

He didn’'t care about his mate’' s name or what they did for aliving. He just wanted to
meet them.

Apparently, that was too much to ask for.

“You're sure you' re steady enough to go home on your own?”’

Davey asked as they walked out of the bar.

“I’ll be fine. Go find your mate and cuddle him.”

“You'll find someone eventually,”



Davey promised.

Hansen glared at him. “My mate.”

“Yes, | hope that someone will be your mate, but maybe think about the fact that not
everyone meets theirs or that you could meet them in ten or twenty years. Do you
really want to be alone al that time?’

Hansen didn’'t, but what choice did he have? He wanted to wait for his mate. He
didn’t expect his mate to do the same, but he didn’t think he could be with someone
when he knew there would be no future with them.

He was till thinking about Davey’s words as he walked toward home. What would
happen if he never met his mate? Would he be alone forever? Was it something he
could deal with, or should he give up waiting?

He wasn't ready to do that just yet. Maybe he'd wait a few more weeks or months
before surrendering. He wasn't in a hurry, even though sometimes, he was a bit
lonely.

He just wished his mate would hurry up.

“YOU’RE GOING TO COME with us,”

the hunter ordered.

Orion looked like he wouldn’t have any of that. Evan didn't blame him. If a hunter
ordered him to do anything, he’'d resist, too. Hell, he had resisted, which is why he

was bleeding.

“Why should I come with you?’



Orion asked.

“Because without me, you don’t have anything. Come on. Get in the van.”

Orion crossed his massive arms over his bulging chest and shook his head.

“1’m not getting into that van, and I’ m not going anywhere with you.

Where the fuck were you when | was wounded and almost died? Perseus took care of
me, just like he always does.”

Evan had no idea what Orion was talking about, but it was interesting, almost like he
was watching TV.

God, it had been so long since he' d watched anything.

He couldn’t believe how many episodes of his favorite series he’'d missed. And what
if it had been canceled? He'd survived the labs and the hunters, but he wasn't sure
he'd survive that.

“How did you get wounded? Were you helping one of these animals?’

the hunter asked. He shook Evan, making his teeth rattle. If he wasn’t currently stuck
with the man’s arm around his throat, Evan would turn and glare at him. He wasn't a
rag doll, dammit.

“You know therules,”

the hunter continued. “1f you’ re wounded, you take care of yourself, or you die.”

Evan had been in contact with enough hunters to know that was what they did.



They didn’t care about each other.

There was no sense of found family or camaraderie.

Hell, most of the time, it looks like they hated each other.

Evan had seen a hunter kill another hunter because of alook. These people were nuts,
and he really wished the hunter holding him would let him go.

“Get in the van,”

the hunter barked.

Orion looked back at the bakery, but it didn’t look like anyone would come out, and
Orion’ s father was losing his patience.

“Now!”

he yelled, making Evan jump. Did he really have to scream in Evan’'s ear?

Orion raised his hands in surrender.

Evan felt a pang of guilt and sadness.

The man had never done anything to him.

It looked like he'd cared that Evan was hurt earlier, although that feeling was
probably long gone now that he knew that Evan had been baiting him out of the

bakery.

It would’ ve been nice to have a friend, but Evan had lost his best friend a long time



ago.

He wasn’t going down that road.

He' d tortured himself with thoughts of Davey for years, and he'd promised himself
that he would stop.

He was sure that Davey had come back for him, and he could only imagine how
Davey had felt when he'd found out that Evan was gone.

Evan knew his friend, so he was sure that Davey had blamed himself,

He hoped he' d stopped, eventually.

He hoped that Davey had built alife for himself and that he was happy.

Evan couldn’t be, and he didn’t know anything about Davey’s life, but he could allow
himself to dream that his best friend had made it even though he hadn’t.

Orion finally moved toward the van.

Evan’' s stomach dropped, even though he’ d known this was how things would go.

Maybe if Orion had been able to run without getting shot, he would have done so, but
he couldn’t.

It was clear that his father would kill him rather than allow him to escape.

The hunter dragged Evan toward the van and pushed him into the back.

Evan curled up behind the passenger seat, wondering what Orion would do.



He wasn't surprised when Orion climbed into the van, or when the hunter grinned at
both of them.

“You two be good in here,”

he said before lamming the van door shut.

Evan didn’t want to be anywhere near him, which meant he had to get away from the
passenger seat. He quickly did so, relieved when he managed to do it as the hunter
walked around the vehicle. He was wary of Orion, but if he had to choose between
him and the hunter, he knew who he'd trust more. Besides, Orion was visibly trying
to make himself look smaller, maybe so he wouldn’t scare Evan. It was swest.

“1s he the one who gave you that bruise?’

Orion asked softly.

Evan licked his lips and nodded. The hunter wasn't the only one who'd hurt Evan,
but Evan didn’t think that Orion wanted his life story. Besides, it wasn't alie. Orion’s
father had hurt him.

“My father’s going to hurt me. | don’t want you to think it's your fault. It doesn’t
matter that he used you to get me out of the bakery. Y ou have nothing to do with this,
and it’s all on his shoulders, all right?’

Evan was stunned by how easily Orion seemed to have forgiven him for baiting him
out of the bakery. He wasn't sure how the hunter could be his father because Orion
was so different from him. He was sweet and gentle, even though he was big.

Maybe Evan was wrong, but he didn’t think so. He didn’t think that Orion could hurt
a fly. Hell, he was trying to reassure Evan, even though it was kind of Evan’s fault



that he was here. He wouldn't have left the safety of his bakery if Evan hadn’'t
knocked on his door.

Evan nodded, but before he could say anything, Orion’s father climbed into the
driver’s seat and turned on the engine. Evan pressed his lips together. He still didn’t
know what the fuck was happening, but whatever it was, he didn’t like it.

“We' re going to make afew stops,”

the hunter said. “You two are going to be good and not get anyone's attention
because if you do, I'll kill both of you and come back for Perseus. Got it, Orion?”’

It was a nice name, and it fit Orion. Evan wondered if the two of them could’ ve been
friendsif the circumstances had been different. He missed having afriend.

Evan tried finding a more comfortable position, but he didn’t think that was possible
in the van. His legs hurt from the last beating he'd taken. It would take a while to

heal, and in the meantime, he had to deal with the pain.

He caught Orion watching him a few times as they drove, but he didn’t say anything.
He didn't dare aslong as Orion’s father was there with them.

Eventually, the hunter parked the van.

He didn't say anything as he climbed out and locked the doors, leaving Orion and
Evan on their own.

The silence between them was heavy, and while Evan wanted to break it, he didn’t
know how.

What was he supposed to do? He could apologize, but Orion had already said that he



didn’t blame Evan for what happened.

He could ask questions, but even though he wanted to know about Orion, none of this
would last.

Orion would die, Evan would go back to his cage, and after that, to one of the
facilities.

That was hislife.

There was no way out of it, not for him.

“What happened to your leg?’

Orion suddenly asked.

Evan blinked. He hadn’t realized that Orion had noticed something was wrong with
hisleg. “I'mfine.”

There was no reason for Orion to worry about Evan.

“I don’'t think you are. There's a bruise on your face, and | noticed you were
l[imping.”

“Ill befine.”

Eventually. The doctors tended to allow Evan to heal before they hurt him again. He
supposed they didn’t want to risk killing him.

Orion didn’t look like he believed Evan. Evan thought that was the end of it until
Orion opened his mouth again to say the most outlandish thing Evan had ever heard.



“| was a hunter once.”

Evan's first instinct was to move away, but he had a hard time believing that Orion
could hurt him.

“I"m not anymore,”

Orion quickly added. “I never wanted to be one in the first place, but | was born into
it. Y ou know what hunters are, right?’

Evan laughed. He thought it was obvious that he knew what hunters were,
considering his situation. “How do you think | got here?’
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“I'm really sorry. My father forced me to become a hunter, and | didn’'t feel | had a
way out. For along time, | didn’t. | was akid, and | would have died out there on my

own.
“S0o you hurt people.”

“1 did. | also tried to help as many of them as | could. | got hurt in the process, which
ishow | ended up with the tribe.”

Evan had no idea what Orion was talking about. “The tribe?’

“They’re a bunch of supernatural people who help guys like you who were captured
and hurt. Mostly, they raid the labs and help the survivors.”

“l wasin alab once.”
Evan licked hislips.

He wished he had some water, but he doubted that Orion’s father would give him
anything even if he asked for it.

He' d probably hit Evan if he dared try. “| was there for along time. They moved me
around, but the facilities were all the same. They hurt me every time.”

“If I’d met you sooner, | would' ve helped you get away.”

“To your tribe?’



Evan wasn't sure he believed that. He'd lost hope a long time ago. No one was
coming to rescue him. The only person who had was Davey, and he had no way to
find Evan. Even Evan didn’t know where they were.

“Yeah. | know it sounds weird, but the village became home after they helped me and
my brother. My brother found his mate there.”

It sounded so easy that Evan wanted to believe it. He hoped that Orion wasn’t lying
to him and that a place like that really existed. “And that was all it took? They didn’t
care that you were hunters?’

“Oh, it hasn’t been easy, and | don’t expect it to be in the future. Most tribe members
don’t trust us, and | don’'t blame them. Some do, though. Some believed us when we
explained that we were forced into it. | know you think it’s an excuse, and it probably
is a bit, but when you're fourteen and your father tells you that you have to kill
someone because it’'s your duty and that the people we' re fighting are monsters, you
do what you'retold.”

“You're not fourteen,”

Evan pointed out.

“I"'m definitely not. | used to do everything my father told me because | was terrified
of him and what would happen if | didn't, but as | grew up, | tried to help more
people than | hurt. Sometimes, | didn’'t have a choice, but when | did, | always chose
to help people. | still do.”

Orion hesitated. Evan wondered why, but he didn’t have to wonder for long.

“Y ou wouldn’t happen to know someone named Davey, would you?’



Orion asked.

Evan stared. There was only one way for Orion to know that name. There was only
one way for him to connect Evan to Davey’s name. “Y ou know him?’

“Well, | don’'t know if it’s the same guy. He's my mate.”

WEell, shit. Evan had expected Orion to confirm that he knew Davey, but that? What
the fuck was Evan supposed to do with that?

HANSEN WAS JOLTED AWAKE by his phone vibrating on his nightstand. He
blindly looked for it, aimost knocking it to the floor before wrapping his fingers
around it.

11 _I O?’

“ Something happened. We need everyone at Moore's place,”

Olgasaid in an urgent tone, telling Hansen she wasn't kidding.

“I'll beright there.”

Hansen hung up and shot out of bed. He wasn’t sure how long he'd dlept, but the
alcohol had left his system, and he felt good enough to fight.

Because that was why Olga had called him. Whatever had happened, she and Moore
needed all hands on deck.

Hansen wasn’t surprised to find most of the lights in Moore’ s house were on when he
got there and even less surprised to see that almost all of their little group was there.
It was a crowd, but they made it work.



Moore glanced around and nodded before turning his attention to Davey, who stood
with Perseus. Hansen didn’t see Orion anywhere, which was strange.

“Davey, Perseus, why don’t you tell us what happened again?’

Moore said.

Hansen sucked in a breath. Why was Davey involved in whatever had happened? It
couldn’'t be good, especially when Orion wasn't around. Hansen's stomach churned
with anxiousness.

Davey looked like he was about to puke, but he and Perseus obeyed. They explained
that Orion was nowhere to be found and that Davey had smelled someone he thought
was Perseus and Orion’s father. Everyone in the room knew the man was a hunter,
which meant that Orion was in trouble.

“You'resure it was your father?’

Olga asked Perseus.

“I’m not sure of anything. I’m not a shifter, so | can’t sniff my father. Davey says the
scent smells like me and Orion, but different. He explained it's usually a sign of
family, and | have to take hisword for it.”

“I think it’'s safe to assume that Davey’sright,”

Moore interjected. “If we do, it means that Orion’s been with his father for a
significant length of time. There’'s also someone else with them.”

“An accomplice?’



Rikar asked.

Davey’s expression turned shifty. Hansen was going to have to corner him before
they left. If there was anything to know about this second person, Hansen wanted to
know it before they had to face them.

“QOr another victim,”

Olgaoffered.

“What do you know?’

Moore asked her.

“Not alot, but | think | can confirm that the person who took Orion is a hunter. | saw
avan and Orion with ablond man.”

Hansen had aways found Olga’s gift dightly creepy, even when he was asking her
about his mate, but he was glad she could see the future in these situations.

She'd saved all of them many times before. It looked like it was Orion’s turn now.
“Our main focus will be Orion’s father,”

Moore declared as he took charge of the situation. “We'll have to keep an eye on the
man with him, but Davey thought he recognized his best friend’s scent, so | think we
can assume he's on our side.”

Hansen snapped his head toward Davey.

Davey’s best friend? How was that possible? They’d been talking about Evan just a



few hours ago, and he was here? Well, with Orion, and they didn’t know where Orion
was, but still.

Evan was here.

It was the closest Davey had been to him since he’' d managed to escape.

Hansen was ecstatic for his friend but also worried because that meant that they had
two people to rescue instead of one, and they still had no idea what they’ d be walking
into.

“1t really depends on what happened to him and how much he suffered,”
Olgamurmured as if she were afraid that Davey would hear her.

Maybe she was.

Hansen had only just found out about Evan, but he knew how important the man was
to Davey and how messed up Davey probably was right now.

They had no idea what state Evan was in, but they all could imagine all too well what
he’' d gone through.

“Let’sassume he' sfriendly and keep an eye on him in case he attacks,”

Moore said. “| suppose you're all coming with us?’

Everyone nodded, including Hansen. He wasn’t abandoning Davey and Orion.

“Good,”



Moore continued. “Assuming that Orion’s father is taking him back to the hunters,
we have to stop them before they get there.”

“What are we waiting for, then?’

Davey asked.

“We're not waiting. It’ stime to go and get Orion back.”

Everyone moved almost as one, including Hansen. He waited for afew people to pass
him by before falling into step with Davey. Davey didn't look at him, but he didn’t
have to. Davey knew that Hansen would be there for him whatever happened.

They had to walk for a few minutes to reach an area where they could shimmer.
Teddy was the first one there, a grim expression on his face as he held out his hands.
“Ready?’ he asked.

“Asready aswe'll ever be,”

Olga answered.

They reached for Teddy, gripping him where they could.

Hansen squeezed his eyes shut because shimmering always made him feel queasy,
and he' d need to be ready to act when they landed. Puking in a bush wouldn’t help.

It only took afew seconds, and they were wherever Orion was.
Hansen blinked his eyes open and tensed, expecting an attack even though he doubted

it would come. If Orion and Perseus's father was involved, he was only one man. He
was too smart to attack when there were so many of them.



Only two people stood in front of Hansen and the others.

Orion stood in front of an open van. Clearly protecting whoever was inside. His
father was in front of him, threatening him. Hansen wasn’t sure either of them had
noticed they weren’'t alone anymore.

“Olga, Teddy, take alook around,”

Moore ordered. “Make sure there are no people hiding in the bushes.”

They both nodded and left, but Davey stayed where he was, and so did Hansen. Until
Moore gave him orders, he wasn't leaving Davey’ s side.

Orion was standing up to his father, which was good to see. Hansen didn’t know him
that well yet, but he knew Orion’'s history, so he understood how monumental this
was for him.

Orion and Perseus had always deferred to their father up until they’d left after Orion
was wounded.

They’ d been afraid of him, but Orion could take the asshole.

He was taller and broader.

He had less experience, but he wasn't alone. He might not know that he was
surrounded by allies—which made what he was doing even more impressive—but
they were ready for whatever happened.

Perseus stepped forward as if he was about to intervene, but Moore grabbed his

shoulder, stopping him. Perseus tried to pull away, but Moore shook his head and
kept him where he was.



“We're close enough to intervene if we have to, but | think your brother needs to
confront your father.”

Hansen didn’t like standing there and not doing anything any more than Perseus and
Davey did, but he understood what Moore was saying. This was probably Orion’s
only chance to do this.

“Where are your friends?’

Orion asked. “How many are supposed to arrive? Will there be enough of them to
beat me and my friends?’

Maybe he had realized that Hansen and the others were here because it sounded like
he was telling them to expect reinforcements. It was smart, and Hansen didn’t think
that Orion’s father realized it.

“We won't allow you to take over the world,”

the man snarled. “It belongs to humans, not these...these animals.”

“Want to know something? Turns out, I'm awolf shifter’s mate.”

That had to burn, considering how much Orion’s father hated shifters. Both his sons
had found their mates and were happy and safe.

Hansen was shocked when the man ran at Orion.

He hadn’t expected it, but he thought that Orion had because he was ready for his
father.

He caught the man’s fist and swept his legs from under him.



As soon as the asshole was on the ground, Orion was on top of him, twisting his arm
behind him and pining him to the dirt.

Davey sucked in a breath, but he stayed where he was, allowing his mate to finally
free himself from his father and the hunters.

Hansen reached for Davey’ swrist and gave it a squeeze. “He sfine,”
he murmured.

“Orion is, but what about Evan?’
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IT WASN'T THAT EVAN hadn’'t wanted to help Orion.

If there had been anything he could do, he’ d have doneit.

It had been best for him to stay out of Orion’s way, though.

He wasn't afighter even when he wasin his best shape, and he hadn’t been in years.

The docs in the labs were careful to keep him alive, but that didn’t mean they wanted
him to thrive or be strong enough to rebel.

The only thing Evan could do was watch Orion confront his father, and that was what
he did.

Orion was strong and knocked his father down, and it took everything Evan had not
to start cheering.

He might be scared, but watching a hunter get his ass handed to him was aways a
good thing, especially when it was by the good guys.

Orion let go of hisfather.
Evan sucked in a breath because he could see that the asshole was still conscious, but
Orion didn’t seem to care as he turned toward the van where Evan was huddled and

raised his hands, maybe to show Evan he wouldn’t hurt him.

“Areyou al right?’



Orion asked.

Evan nodded. He couldn’t look away from Orion’s father. Why wasn’t he getting up?

Had Orion hurt him so badly that he couldn’t, or was he biding his time until he could
surprise Orion? Evan wouldn’t put it past him.

“Y ou think you can come out of the van?’

Orion asked, snagging Evan’s attention again.

Evan hesitated. “1 don’t know. I'm scared.”

He wasn't getting anywhere near Orion’s father. That man was vicious.

“It'sall right to be scared.”

Evan amost snorted. Of course Orion thought it was all right to be scared. “You
weren’t.”

“Oh, | was. | was terrified, Evan.”

“You didn't look scared.”

“1 knew what my father would do. | was prepared, and besides, | had to protect you.
No matter how scared | was, | couldn’t listen to the fear.”

Evan amost moved forward when he noticed someone moving close to the van.

It wasn't Orion, and Orion’s father was still down.



No, this was someone else, someone Evan didn’t know and probably couldn’t trust.

He glanced around, not surprised to see there was more than one someone.

Had more hunters arrived? Orion’s father had said they would, but Evan had thought
he was bluffing.

Maybe he hadn’t been.

Maybe Evan and Orion were about to be carted off to the closest |ab.

Evan should be resigned because this was what his life had been for who knew how
long, but for amoment, he’ d thought things would finally change.

“These are my friends, so you don’t have to be afraid of them,”

Orion said gently. “Remember | told you they would come for me? Well, they did,
and they’ll help you, too.”

Not hunters, then.

That was a good thing, although Evan still wasn’t sure he should trust Orion and his
friends.

Orion had saved him, but it was a byproduct of Orion kicking his father’s ass.

It had nothing to do with Evan.

But Orion had been nice to him when he didn’t have to.

He' d been worried that Evan was hurt, and when his father had tried forcing both of



them out of the van, Orion had stood up for Evan and protected him.

If there was one person Evan could trust, it had to be him, right? Besides, he was
Davey’s mate.

Evan still couldn’t believe that.

What were the odds that he'd be involved in the kidnapping of his long-lost best
friend’ s mate? Fate had to have a sense of humor.

The only thing missing was for Evan to find his own mate and for him to be Davey’s
brother or something.

It wasn't possible because Evan already knew that Davey’s brother wasn't his mate,
so maybe afriend?

Evan had a decision to make.

He couldn’t stay in the van forever.

He had to trust Orion, if anything because Davey’s mate wouldn’t hurt him.

“Really?”

he asked. He still wasn't convinced that these people—whoever they were—would
help him, but if Davey was involved, if he was here, then Evan was safe.

He reached out to take Orion’s hand when Orion offered it to him. It felt like a
monumental step, and it took Evan’s breath away, but he did it.

Then Orion’ s father got up.



Evan scrambled back because there was no way he was getting involved with the
asshole. Orion should have killed him when he had the chance, but he hadn’t, and
now, his father would hurt both of them.

Evan should have known better than to hope. He' d done so for months, but he'd still
been trapped and used and hurt. Nothing would ever change. It was too late.

The man had managed to get to his feet, but that was as far as he went before aweird
watery substance engulfed him. Evan blinked, wondering what the fuck was
happening now and if it was contagious.

That was when his world shook again.

Davey appeared behind Orion’s father. Evan hadn’t seen him in years, probably—he
really ought to find out how long he'd been trapped in various labs—and he looked
so good that Evan wanted to cry. They’'d been barely more than kids when they’d
been forced to separate, and the years showed on Davey’s face, but it was him, and
that was all that mattered. Evan doubted he looked anything like he had when they
were younger, considering everything he' d been through.

“Do you know how much humidity thereisin the air right now?’

Davey asked as he moved toward Orion’'s father. “Enough to surround you with
water. Enough to drown you.”

Evan sucked in a breath behind Orion. What the hell was Davey talking about? Was
he the one doing that? How? What was it? What the fuck had happened to Davey?

“Isthat what you want me to do?’

Davey stopped in front of Orion’s father. “I wouldn’t regret it. | know what you did



to your sons, and one of them is my mate. I’d do anything to have you out of Orion’s
life, including killing you. You don’'t deserveto live, anyway.”

Evan shivered. His best friend had changed. He never would have spoken that way
before, but whatever had happened to him since they’d last seen each other, it had
hardened him. Evan supposed that the same could be said about him. He wasn’'t the
same Evan he' d been before, and he never would be again.

“That’ s not for you to decide,”

Orion’s father said.

He sounded scared, which made Evan feel good. Then he felt guilty for feeling good
that someone was scared, but should he? Orion’s father was a hunter. He' d probably
kidnapped and hurt dozens of people, if not more. He' d hurt Evan, and he would have
done much worse if Orion hadn’t stood up to him and if Orion’s friends and Davey
hadn’t intervened.

Orion hadn't killed his father. Evan wasn't sure he had it in him. He was a sweet
man, no matter who had fathered him.

But Davey wasn’t Orion or Perseus. The Davey Evan had known wouldn’'t have hurt
afly, but Davey wasn't that person anymore. Evan didn’t know this Davey. Maybe
he'd kill Orion’sfather.

Evan wanted to see what was happening better, so he moved closer to Orion. He
stayed in the van, just in case, but he didn’t think anyone would hurt him with Davey

there.

“He was going to attack you from behind,”



Evan told Orion.

“Good thing my mate stepped in, then,”

Orion murmured back.

Evan had wanted to believe him, but part of him had been hesitant. He wasn’'t
anymore. That really was Davey, and it looked like he was here to save Orion. “Y ou

weren't lying. You really are Davey’s mate.”

“lI am, and he'll be over the moon to find you here. He's been looking for you. He
never stopped.”

Evan smiled. He'd known Davey had never stopped looking for him. He wouldn’t
have if their roles had been reversed and Davey had been the one left behind. “1 never
expected him to stop. I'm just not sure what to do. It's been so long, and | feel like
my life back then doesn’t even belong to me. It’s like it was a dream.”

Or maybe the past few years or so of his life were the dream—the nightmare. Evan
wasn't even sure who he was anymore.

Orion turned to look at him. “Well, if it was a dream, you're still living it. You're
free, Evan. You're free, and you have Davey back.”

Evan stared at him. He was right. Evan was free. He was finally free, and he had no
ideawhat to do with that.

HANSEN ALMOST FELT like he was out of place here.

This felt like afamily matter that only Orion, Perseus, Davey, and their father should
be involved in—and maybe Davey’s best friend, who was still in the van and was



talking to Orion.

Hansen hadn’t seen alot of Evan yet, but what he had seen worried him.

Even though Evan was buried in an oversized hoodie, it was clear that the man
needed medical attention and food.

When he and Davey had been separated, Evan had been in a lab, and Hansen
suspected that was where he' d spent the best part of his time since then.

He didn’t know why Evan wasn't there right now, but it was a good thing.

Orion and Perseus's father was done for, and Hansen was glad when Teddy grabbed
the asshole and shimmered him away.

He hoped they would never have to worry about him again.

The reunion between Davey and Evan had almost everyone crying.

The danger wasn't over, though.

Orion's father had let it dip that more hunters were coming, which meant they
needed to be ready for that and that they had to get Evan out of there.

Hansen was relieved when Moore ordered Orion and Davey to leave, too. Those two
deserved some time to themselves, and Davey needed time with Evan.

When Teddy reappeared, he was ready to take the three of them away.

Hansen moved forward to tell Orion that he was glad to have him back, but he froze
when he got closer.



He looked around frantically, trying to find the person from whom the scent came.

There was only one option, but it couldn’t be true, could it?

After desperately wanting to find his mate, after wondering when it would happen or
If it would happen at all, Hansen had finally met the man of his destiny.

Davey’s best friend.

Hansen’s mouth went dry as he watched Evan lean against Davey’ s side.

He desperately wanted to go with them, but he couldn’t.

He' d need to tell Moore why he wanted to, and he wasn't sure it was the best idea.

Evan had already gone through so much.

He hadn’t only spent yearsin a cage.

He' d aso been dragged around by Orion’s father, had no doubt been threatened, and
he' d been hurt.

The bruise on his face made that evident. If Orion’s father hadn’t been taken care of
already, Hansen might have begged Moore for a few minutes with him.

Now wasn't the time for Hansen to tell Evan who he was.

He hadn’'t asked Davey if Evan was a shifter, but just in case, he decided to stay
away.

Evan didn’t need to be shocked.



He needed rest, food, a healer, and to spend time with Davey. He needed to reunite
with his family and allow himself to live, something he hadn’'t been able to do since
he' d been kidnapped.

Hansen had wanted to meet his mate, and he had.

No matter how much he wanted to talk to Evan, he needed to think about what was
best for the man, and it wasn’t Hansen, not right now anyway.

That was why Hansen forced himself to stay back and watched as Teddy shimmered
Evan away.

Hansen alowed himself to relax once his mate was gone, but it wasn't easy.

His lion was pushing at him to follow.

Hansen wanted to, but his priority was to keep Evan safe, which meant getting rid of
the incoming hunters.

He turned toward Moore, who was talking to Olga.

Their conversation didn’t last long.

They snapped out their orders, and by the time the hunters arrived, the mutants were
ready for them.

They allowed the hunters to move close enough to check the van.

From what Hansen could hear, the hunters were wondering what was up with
Mitchell.



One of them made a joke that Mitchell was probably passed out drunk, and that was
why he wasn’'t answering his phone.

All inal, the hunters didn’t seem to be taking this seriously, which wasn’t surprising.

That was their first mistake.

Their second mistake was staying and fighting once Moore stepped forward.

Some hunters were true fighters.

They honed their skills, and they were ready for anything, but most hunters were
lazy.

They thought that capturing a few people and handing them to the labs made them
strong, but it just made them monsters.

They also didn't usually fight against people who'd spent time in the labs they
worked for. They weren't prepared for the abilities the doctors had created.

The mutants knew that, and they took advantage of it.

That included Hansen, who grinned fiercely as he used his cloaking ability to hide
from their enemies.

It meant he could move between them without having to fear they’d attack him and
that he could ambush them.

Like aways, the first thing he did was get a headcount.

Once he had one, he rushed back to Moore, who made the decisions.



Hansen was distracted.

Even though he needed to focus, he couldn’t stop thinking about Evan.

What was he doing right now? Was Davey taking good care of him? The only
possible answer to that question was yes, but Hansen still felt the need to check on
Evan himself.

He didn’t think he’' d be able to relax until he did.

He sucked in a breath when afist landed on the side of hisjaw.

It hurt, but not as much as it would have if he hadn’t managed to duck out of the way
before it fully reached him.

He threw himself at the hunter, slamming the man against the closest tree.

When the man continued moving, Hansen kneed him in the guts, then punched him in
the face.

“1 was starting to think that you' d allow that asshole to get the better of you,”

Matthew said as he poked at the fallen hunter with hisfoot.

A small crackle of electricity jumped from Matthew’s body to the hunter, shocking
the man.

Hansen felt the hunter was lucky he couldn’t feel much right now.

“ Stop that,”



he scolded Matthew. “ The guy might be an asshole, but he's unconscious.”

Matthew huffed. “What good is my electricity thingy if | can’'t use it on my
enemies?’

“That's something you need to talk to with Moore. | just follow orders.”

“You're boring.”

Hansen probably was, but he had a secret that was anything but boring. He opened
his mouth to tell Matthew that, but he snapped it shut because he didn’t know if Evan
would want him to tell anyone. Maybe Hansen should keep this to himself until he

could talk to Evan.

Of course, Matthew noticed something was up. His eyes sparkled as he gently kicked
the hunter again. “What’ s up with you?’

he asked, staring at Hansen.

“None of your business.”

“You're my friend. Whatever happens to you is my business. Now spill.”

Hansen hesitated, then shook his head. “We'll talk tomorrow. We need to finish this
job first.”

Matthew pouted. “Y ou’re no fun, but fine. Don’t think 1 won’t hunt you down if you
don’t tell me tomorrow, though.”

When Matthew wanted answers, he got them by whatever means necessary. Hansen
knew better than to try avoiding hisfriend. It never ended well.



“I know,”

he told Matthew before pushing him away from the hunter. Matthew was going to
give the guy a heart attack if he continued poking at him.

By the time they were done, there were no hunters standing. Some of them were
unconscious, but most had been gathered by the van so they could be taken away.
The council would take care of them, although Hansen suspected that Orion’s father
would be a different matter, but the man wasn’t his mess to deal with.

He frowned as he pushed one of the hunters toward Elsa, one of the Nix who would
transport the hunters to wherever the council would be keeping them. It was kind of
Hansen’'s business, though, wasn’t it? He was Evan's mate, and Evan was close to
Davey, maybe as close as a brother. Orion was Davey’s mate, so even though they
weren't actually related, they kind of were family. More than that, Orion was Davey’s
mate, and Davey was Hansen's friend. That was why Hansen worried and why he
cared.

He shook his head. He shouldn’t have started thinking about family before he talked
to Evan. He didn’'t know what would happen between them. Maybe Evan wouldn’t

want him. Maybe he' d need time after everything that had happened to him.

Or maybe he'd be happy to meet Hansen, and Hansen would finally get his happy
ever after.

SAYING THAT EVAN WAS overwhelmed would be an understatement.

He' d blown past overwhelmed last night when he'd arrived at the village.

He was in freak out, screaming into his pillow territory now, and he had no idea how
to deal withit.



He knew he could tell Davey and Orion that he needed some peace, and they’d do
whatever they could to give it to him.

He didn’t want to bother them, though, and he understood that meeting the leader of
the village and the person who was apparently Davey’ s boss was important.

There was a lot that Evan needed to wrap his mind around, though, and he wasn’t
sure that cramming all of thisinto his brain the day after he'd been rescued after years
of captivity was the best idea.

Rikar was still talking and had a gentle smile on his face.

Evan couldn’t help but smile back.

Orion had promised that the village and the tribe would welcome him, but Evan
hadn’t been sure he could believe him.

Clearly, he should have because Rikar hadn’'t even hesitated before welcoming Evan
into histribe.

“We can give you your own place,”

Rikar said.

“That sounds like a bad idea right now.”

If Rikar was surprised by Evan's words, he didn't show it. “Whatever you need.
We're used to dealing with survivors and helping them get back on their feet. You

won't find a better place to do that than here.”

“I don’t know what | want right now.”



“Which is understandable,”

Moore, Davey’s boss, said.
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Davey had explained to Evan that by the time he’d managed to escape the lab, it had
been too late for him.

He' d aready been altered in away that would never change.

Evan suspected the same went for him, but he’ d decided not to think about it, and that
was what he was doing.

He'd have plenty of time later. Right now, he wanted to focus on settling down,
spending time with Davey, and talking to his family.

Davey had been vague yesterday when Evan had asked about them, so Evan would
need answers.

He understood that all of this was as much of a shock for Davey as it had been for
him.

They both needed alittle time to wrap their mind around everything.
“What he needsistime,”

Davey declared. “He can stay with Orion and me for as long as he needs.”
“Of course,”

Rikar said with a nod. “And if any of you need anything, you know where to find

me.



Evan did because Rikar was the leader and had made sure to explain which house
was his, so Evan would know.

Evan was relieved when the two finally left. Davey and Orion walked them to the
front door, but Evan stayed where he was. He closed his eyes and |eaned back against
the couch, taking a deep breath, then another.

Everything was weird. He kept expecting to wake up and find himself in his cage
back in the lab. It wouldn’t be the first time he dreamed of being rescued, but it was
the only time he'd actually been rescued. He wasn't in the lab anymore, and he was
never going back.

He' d rather die.

He didn't know how long it would take him to feel better about this entire situation,
but he couldn’t wait.

He wanted to leave the labs behind.

He wanted to start living the life he’ d been missing out on for so long.

Davey hadn’'t told him how long yet—he was probably scared that Evan would freak
out when he found out—but he' d confirmed it had been along time.

For now, Evan would stay with Davey and Orion in the village.
Part of him wondered if he truly belonged here.
From what Moore and Rikar had explained, this tribe was full of people who'd been

rescued from labs, but even though Evan should feel like he was home, he wasn't
sure he was.



He didn’'t want to leave Davey so soon after finally finding him again, though. He
just didn’'t know if this was where he should settle down.

The problem was that the thought of going home terrified him.

That was where he’ d been taken, so what was to say that he wouldn’t be taken again?
The village was a safe place.

It was protected, and no hunter would come anywhere near Evan as long as he was
here.

Maybe he should stay.

And maybe he should stop obsessing over his future and give himself time to breathe.
“How are you doing?’

Orion asked.

Evan opened his eyes to find him leaning against the doorframe, his massive arms
crossed over his chest. Orion’s expression was gentle, as if he were afraid that Evan
would break into piecesif he pushed.

Considering how Evan felt, he just might.

“I'm fine,”

he reassured Orion.

“Physically, sure. What about everything else?’



“I don’'t know how to answer that.”

Orion nodded. “I get it.”

“1 don’t know if anyone can get it.”

“Well, Davey spent timein alab, too. Every mutant who livesin the village has.”

It was sad to think that the hunters and the doctors they worked with had hurt enough
peopleto fill avillage. “It’ s not the same.”

“1 agree. No two experiences are the same, but that doesn't mean you can't find
common ground.”

“1 just need time.”

“And you haveit. You have as much time as you need and want.”

That was the one thing that made Evan feel better. He might not know where he
belonged or where to start, but he knew that he'd always have a safe space with
Davey. He didn’t have to rush into anything because Davey was there for him. Orion,
too, and apparently, an entire village full of people.

Someone knocked on the door. Evan groaned, hoping that whoever was there wasn'’t
here for him. He'd already met Rikar and Moore. Who else did he have to meet? The
local sheriff? Did the village even have a sheriff or a figure of authority who wasn’t
one of the two men Evan had already talked to?

“You don’'t have to talk to anyone if you don’t want to,”

Orion said. “Besides, | don't think that this person is here for you.”



“| sure hope not. | don’t know anyone in the village.”

“No, but people will be curious about you. Word about what happened yesterday with
the hunters has gone out.”

“l wasn't there, so | don’'t know anything.”

“Y ou know that’ s not going to stop them.”

Orion looked behind himself. “But like | said, Hansen isn’t here for you.”

Evan tried to place the name, but he couldn’t. “I don’t know who that is.”

“A close friend of Davey. He's a mutant, too.”

A shiver did down Evan’'s spine. Was he a mutant, too? There was a good chance
that he was, but that was a problem for the Evan of tomorrow. “1I’'m glad to know that
Davey wasn't alone all this time. He has the tendency of isolating himself when he
feels guilty.”

And there was no way Davey hadn’t felt guilty about not being able to help Evan.

“He does. He's in a good place right now, though, especialy with you back in his
life.”

Evan got to his feet and stretched. He was glad that Davey had friends, but right now,
Evan’s best friend was the pillow he' d used last night. “I’m going to go upstairs.”

“Do you want me to call you when dinner is ready?’

“That would be great.”



Orion patted Evan’ s shoulder as Evan walked past him. The casual movement startled
Evan. It had been so long since anyone had touched him like that—easily, friendly,
with no painful purpose. That was something else he' d need time to get used to again.

He stepped into the entrance and smiled at Davey, who was talking to a man Evan
vaguely remembered seeing yesterday. The man’s blond hair was cut short, and his
brown eyes were warm as they stopped on Evan. The man smiled, and Evan grinned
back at the sight of his canines. They were pronounced, amost like a vampire's. It
shouldn’'t be adorable, but it was, and Evan had to resist the urge to poke at one of
them.

“1’m going upstairs to take a nap,”

hetold Davey.

“Of course. Let me know if you need anything.”

Evan moved to walk past the two, only to freeze when a scent he’d never smelled
before reached his nose.

His wolf howled in the back of his head. It was happy because they’d found their
mate, but Evan didn’t know how to react.

So, of course, he panicked.

HANSEN COULD TELL THE moment everything went wrong. This wasn't what
he’' d planned, but then, he hadn’t really planned anything, had he? He' d been dying to
know how Evan was doing, and instead of calling Davey to check in on both of them,
he' d decided to show up at Davey’s house. He' d hoped to get a glimpse of his mate,
and he had.



He hadn’t expected his mate to come anywhere near him, though, which was where
the problem started.

Evan’'s eyes widened, and he stumbled back, hitting the railing. He paled so quickly
that Hansen expected him to faint, but when Davey reached for Evan, Evan slapped
his hand away, shocking al three of them. Evan sucked in a breath, then stopped
breathing entirely as he continued staring at Hansen.

“What’ s going on?’

Davey asked, panic coloring his words.

Hansen wasn’t sure how to answer that question. Should he tell Davey that he was
Evan's mate? It didn’t matter that Evan was panicking at the thought of meeting him.
Hansen wasn't offended, nor did he believe that it meant that things between them
couldn’t work. He' d wanted to give Evan time for a reason.

He' d messed up.

He should' ve stayed away, but it was too late for that. Hansen needed to act, and
while he should probably think instead of doing what his instincts were pushing him
to do, hedidn't resist.

Evan wasn't breathing. Davey was panicking. Hansen had no idea what Orion was
doing, but right now, he didn’t care.

When he reached for Evan, Evan didn’'t push him away. He allowed Hansen to pull
him into his arms and hold him close. Hansen tucked Evan's face against his own
neck, hoping that his scent would calm down his mate enough for him to breathe. It
might not be the best idea since Evan had started panicking when he'd realized that
Hansen was his mate, but Hansen couldn’t think of anything else.



He finally felt Evan suck in a deep breath. He allowed his shoulders to slump and
held Evan more tightly against his chest, knowing he couldn’t let go of his mate until
Evan told him he was ready for it. Thankfully, Davey didn't interrupt. He was
watching them with wide eyes. His mouth was slightly open, and his skin was almost
aspaleasEvan's.

Hansen rubbed his hand up and down Evan’'s back. It was good to feel his mate
breathe. It was good that everyone was relaxing and that Evan wouldn’t be running
out of here screaming.

“Do | want to know what’s going on?”’

Orion asked.

Hansen blinked at him. Orion was standing next to Davey, but Hansen hadn’t noticed
him come closer. He was too distracted by Evan.

“I want to know,”

Davey said. Now that he could see that Evan would be okay, he appeared worried
rather than shocked.

“We'll explain,”

Hansen promised. “Just give him time.”

“Time for what? Why did seeing you send my best friend into a panic? What did you
do?

“Hedidn’t do anything,”



Evan muttered, his face still pressed against Hansen' s neck.

“It doesn’t look like it to me. What’ s going on?”’

Evan sighed so heavily that Hansen felt his chest move. Evan leaned away, and even
though Hansen didn’t want to, he had to let him go. Thankfully, Evan didn’t go far.
He just turned into Hansen’s arms so he could look at his best friend. Hansen took the
opportunity to wrap his arms around Evan's waist. He didn’t miss the way Orion’s
eyebrows shot up on his forehead or the fact that Davey looked like he wanted to
shake him.

“Hansen’s my mate,”

Evan said, going straight to the point.

For a few seconds, nothing happened. Orion and Davey stared while Hansen
wondered if Davey would be angry.

Hansen didn’t know why Davey should be, but he was protective of Evan. Maybe he
didn’t think that Hansen was good enough for his best friend. If that was the case,
Hansen would show him that he was wrong.

“l don’t know what to say,”

Davey eventually said.

Evan snorted. “How about congratul ations? How about I’ m happy for you?’

“Well, of course I’m happy for you. | just didn’t expect it.”

“You think | did? | spent years in a cage. The last thing | expected was to meet my



mate as soon as | stepped out of it.”

He turned his head to look at Hansen. “It'salot.”

Hansen couldn’'t help but smile. Even though Evan sounded confused, he wanted
Davey to congratulate him. That had to mean that he was happy, right? “I know. |
realized yesterday, but | wasn't sure what to do.”

“Youdidn't tell me.”

“Considering everything that was happening and the fact that more hunters were
coming, | thought it would be better to give you space.”

“l want to argue that, but I’m pretty sure that finding my mate would’ve been the
thing that drove me to the edge. Y ou were right not to talk to me right away, but | can

still feel disappointed.”

“You can feel disappointed by whatever you want. I’'m sorry if | overstepped, but I'd
doit againif it meant keeping you safe and happy.”

Hansen wasn't kidding. He wanted Evan to be happy, even if they were never
together.

He hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
“Well, congratulations,”
Orion said as he put a hand on Davey’s shoulder. “Y ou two have things to talk about,

so Davey and | will head to the kitchen to get started on dinner. Yell if you need
anything, all right?’



“You can't force meto leave,”

Davey grumbled, but he allowed Orion to turn him in the direction of the kitchen.
“I’m not forcing you to do anything.”

Orion grinned at Hansen. “1’m assuming you' |l stay for dinner?’

Hansen didn’t know. He wanted to stay, and not only because of Evan. He wanted to
spend time with Davey. What if Evan didn’t want him here, though? He seemed more
relaxed now, and he was still in Hansen's arms, but he might change his mind after
they talked.

1 He, ” Sta.y,”

Evan confirmed.

“Good. We'll see you two later. Evan, you can use the living room if you don’t want
Hansen in your bedroom.”

Evan waited until Orion and Davey were gone—although Hansen could still hear
Davey grumbling—to step out of Hansen’s arms and turn to face him. Hansen let him
go, even though he didn’t want to.

“1 don’t want you to get offended, but I’d like to do thisin the living room.”

“I’m not offended.”

“Good.”

Evan rubbed his face with ahand. “I’m not gonnalie. Thisisalot.”



“1 know, and we can take this as slowly as you need. My main goal here is to keep
you happy and safe.”

“Considering what happened to me over the past few years, it's hard to believe | can
be either of those things.”

Hansen knew how that felt. He followed Evan into the living room and made sure not
to sit too close to him. He and Evan might have been through something similar, but
Hansen had been out for longer. He remembered how life was right after he'd
regained his freedom, and he wanted Evan to feel that he was in control.

Evan was in control.

“1 don’t know anything about you,”

Evan started.

“We'll get to know each other over time.”

“But you're like Davey, right?’

Hansen wasn’t sure what he meant. “Y ou mean that I’ m a mutant?’

Evan grimaced. “1 don’'t know if | like that word.”

“It takes a bit to get used to, but it's what we are. We mutated into something
different, something that’s not quite human and not quite shifter. Yes, I'm like

Davey. | have acloaking ability that meansthat | can hidein plain sight.”

Evan hesitated. Hansen desperately wanted to know what was on his mind, but he
wasn't about to push.



“What do you think | would be able to do if | were a mutant?’

Hansen’' s stomach dropped. “Y ou think you' re a mutant?’

Evan’'s eyes were wide when he looked at Hansen. “I think it's a possibility. | don’t
know how to feel about it. | barely even remember who | was before the labs. How
am | supposed to deal with the knowledge that they changed me so much that | now
have abilities no one else has?’

Even though he didn’t know how Evan would react, Hansen reached out to take his
hand. He was relieved when Evan didn’'t push him away. “Whatever you are now,
we'll deal with it. You won't find a better group of people to help you through this.
We know how it feels. We understand.”

“Plus, you're my mate,”

Evan said with atearful smile.

“1’d support you through this even if you weren’t, but yes. You're my mate, and that
matters to me.”

“It matters to me, too.”
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EVAN THOUGHT HE WAS putting up a good front.

At the very least, no one had called him out on the fact that he was freaking out on
theinside since he'd arrived at the village.

Not even Davey had noticed, which felt like avictory.
It shouldn'’t.

Davey would want Evan to talk to him about how he felt, especially since he was so
overwhelmed.

Evan couldn’t do that.

They’'d talked a bit, so Evan knew that his best friend had blamed himself for not
being able to rescue him. Now that he was free, he wanted Davey to focus on hisown
life.

Davey had a home here.

He had friends and a mate, and now, he had Evan.

He deserved to be happy, and Evan wanted him to be.

What Davey didn’'t deserve was to shoulder all of Evan’s problems. Evan wasn't sure
he was up to dealing with them on his own, but he'd been trying.



He looked up and plastered a smile on his face when the bakery door opened. It was a
miracle that his smile didn’t fall when Davey stepped in.

“Let me guess,”

Evan said before Davey could ask how he was. “You're here to see Orion?’

Davey’s cheeks flushed. It looked good on him, and Evan wanted to keep the smile
on hisfriend sface. “If he’s not busy.”

Evan gestured toward the back door. “Y ou know where to find him.”

Davey rushed toward the door, but he paused before stepping through. “How are you
doing?’

Dammit. Evan thought he'd gotten away with it. “What do you think? | couldn’t be
happier.”

Evan was certainly happier than he’ d been when he was stuck in a cage.

He was still living with Orion and Davey, but he knew that he just had to ask if he
wanted his own place.

He had Davey back.
He even had ajob, and he loved helping Orion at the bakery.
He'd had dreams before he was kidnapped, but now, the only thing he wanted to

focus on was peace. Working at the bakery was peaceful, and he needed more of that
in hislife.



Davey didn't look convinced, and Evan was aready dreading the conversation that
was coming.

Thankfully for him, Orion had heard his mate, and he was as impatient as Davey.

“Areyou coming in or what?’

he called out.

Davey looked torn, so Evan strode toward him and pushed him through the door.
“Spend time with your mate.”

“Y ou were always bossy,”

Davey grumbled.

“That’ s because | know what’ s best for you.”

“Do you aso know what’ s best for you?”’

That was a heavy question that Evan didn’'t know how to answer. “I'll figure it out.
Go.”

Davey obeyed, leaving Evan alone.
Evan glanced around the shop, but it was empty of customers for now. The lunch
rush hour was long gone, and while some people would come around to grab

something for dinner, the busiest part of the day was over.

He grabbed cleaning products and walked around the counter to clean up the small
tables. His thoughts were running, though, and he couldn’t stop them.



Evan was settling in at the village.

He spent most of his time either here at the bakery or in the house that Davey and
Orion shared, but he’ d met people, and he could see himself having a future here.

There was also Hansen to consider.

All in al, Evan didn’'t have much to go back to.

His old life was just that—old. It didn’t belong to him anymore. He wasn't even sure
what was left of it.

That would be easy to find out.

He could pick up his phone right now and call his family.

He could tell them that he was alive and well, that he was safe, and that he was
coming to see them.

He could tell them that Davey was okay, too, which, apparently, Davey hadn’t done.

Evan still had a hard time wrapping his mind around it.

Davey had confessed that after he’ d escaped, he’ d never gone home.

He' d never reached out to their families and had never told them that he was safe.

They all probably thought that Davey and Evan were dead, considering how long it
had been, and Evan still couldn’t quite believeit.

He understood why Davey hadn’'t contacted them. He didn’t have to ask because he



knew Davey.

Davey felt guilty.

He' d been too late to save Evan, and knowing him, he thought that Evan’s family
would blame him.

He was blaming himself, after all.

But Evan was back.

His parents didn’t have to continue believing that he was dead.

He wanted to give them that peace of mind, but part of him was aso terrified.

He was scared of what had been done to him in the lab.

He still wasn't sure whether or not he was a mutant, but he wasn't the man he' d been

when he' d been kidnapped. As far as he knew, he might be dangerous to his family,

which was one of the reasons he' d felt it was better to keep his distance for now.

It was hell.

He wanted to hug his mother.

He wanted to hear his father tease him.

He wanted hislife to go back to normal, but it never would.

He had a new normal now, and he wasn’t used to it yet, but he would be eventually.
Hejust didn’t think he’d feel complete until he had his family back.



Loud laughter made him jump.

He turned toward the back door on instinct, then looked away again instantly when he
realized he could see Davey and Orion through the small window in the door.

They weren’t doing anything they shouldn’t be doing at work, but it still felt like
Evan was invading their personal space.

From what Evan had seen, Davey had to be sitting on one of the counters. Orion was
pressed against him, and Davey’s arms were around Orion’ s neck.

They were happy. They looked like they belonged together, and they did.

Could Evan and Hansen have that? They were mates, too, but Evan felt broken.

He wasn't sure he' d ever be able to give Hansen what he deserved.

He didn’t think that would be enough to send Hansen running, but just because they
were mates didn’t mean the man had to stay.

Hansen would.

He and Evan had been talking on the phone and texting, and Evan felt that he was
starting to know his mate.

Everything Hansen did and said was centered around Evan.

He wanted Evan to be happy and feel safe, so much so that sometimes, it was
overwhelming.

Hansen didn’t hover as badly as Davey, but Evan was sure that the instinct to do it



was there.

Evan hadn’t pulled back because he knew that wasn’t what Hansen wanted. He really
was the perfect man for Evan, but Evan didn’t know what to do with that.

More laughter from the kitchen made him roll his eyes.

These two needed to get aroom before they started fucking in between the pastries.

He put down his cleaning supplies and went to knock on the door.

He didn’t wait to push it open, grinning when he caught Davey and Orion still
kissing.

Davey’s eyes widened, and he scrambled off the counter.

Sometimes, Evan wished he could read his best friend's mind because he was
ridiculous.

“Why don’t you two go home early?’

he suggested.

Davey frowned. “1 don’t think Orion wants to close the shop just yet.”

“Who said anything about closing the shop? I’ll stay until close.”

“You don’'t need to do that,”

Orion said.



Great, he was frowning, too. This wasn’'t what Evan had been going for. “I know |
don’t need to do it. I'm offering. You two haven't had time alone since | arrived in
town, so you should take advantage of the empty house.”

Orion’s cheeks flushed. “There’s no need for you to do that.”

“Maybe not, but | want to do it. Besides, don't you want to give me more
responsibilities? | need to show you that hiring me was a good idea.”

“1 already know it was.”

Orion glanced at Davey. “But we could go home.”

“Please do. No one wants to watch you make out over the croissants.”

Davey laughed and moved closer to Evan. Once, he would' ve pulled him into his
arms. Now, he patted Evan’'s shoulder as if he was afraid Evan would break if he tried
anything more intense.

“Fine. We'll go home, but you have to promise that you'll call if you need anything.”
“Yes, Mom. | promise.”

Evan hoped he wouldn’'t need to. He had to start standing on his own two feet and
stop letting people protect him. That included Davey, but Evan would have a fight on
his hands if he pushed his best friend right now.

“I"ll befing”

he promised.



He hoped he wasn't lying.

HANSEN WAS HAPPY .

I'T had been along time since he'd felt like this.

Hell, there’ d been a time when he hadn’t thought he could ever be happy again, right
after he' d escaped from the lab he' d been locked in.

His entire life had changed.

He had changed.

He' d tried so hard to go back to his old life, but it had been impossible because he
wasn't the same person as he' d been when he was taken.

When he'd finally realized that, he’ d thought that his life was over.

That was when he’ d found the other mutants.

Working with Moore and the others had given him a new purpose, and, slowly, it had
given him hisnew life.

Evan felt like the last piece of the puzzle, and Hansen couldn’t wait to see what their
life would be like once Evan managed to settle down.

He didn’t care how long it took.

He just cared that he had everything he could want.

He'd finally met his mate.



It felt incredible and like it couldn’t be true, but it was.

He wouldn’t have to hound Olga so she could tell him when it would happen because
it had.

He reached the bakery and pushed the door open, already smiling because he knew
he' d find Evan behind the counter.

He hadn’t been surprised when Evan had started working with Orion.

He was starting to get to know his mate, and he understood that Evan needed to get
out of the house.

Staying there al day, every day, would drive anyone nuts, but especially someone
who was trying to forget bad memories.

It was better for Evan to have something to do and people to talk to, and the bakery
was perfect for that.

Evan was stacking the boxes he and Orion used to pack pastries, but he stopped when
he heard the door.

He turned, and when his first reaction was to smile, Hansen felt like his heart might
be about to beat out of his chest.

“We didn’'t make plans, did we?’

Evan asked.

“We' ve never made plans, so no.”



“Areyou saying that I’'m a bad mate because | haven’t taken you out yet?’

“l wouldn’t say bad.”

Evan grinned, but there was something lurking in his eyes. Hansen opened his mouth
to ask what was going on, even though he suspected that Evan was just overwhelmed
and still thinking about everything. He didn’'t get the opportunity to ask because the

door opened behind him, and two women came in with asmall army of children.

Evan's eyes widened at the sight, and he looked like he was about to run. Hansen
didn’t blame him. He wouldn’t want to deal with one kid, et alone a dozen.

“Do you still have cupcakes?’

one of the women asked. Her hair was ruffled, and there was a streak of something on
her cheek. She looked like he was about to collapse.

“Please tell me you still have cupcakes,”

the other woman said. “Janice insisted that she could bake the birthday cake, but it
was a disaster, and we need something to celebrate with.”

The first woman—probably Janice, considering the way she glared at the second
woman—nheld out a candle. “ There. Even one cupcake would be fine.”

“1 want a cupcake, too,”

one of the girls said.

“Me, too!”



a boy added.

A third child was poking at a potted plant in the corner, while a boy started crying
after the girl next to him pulled his hair.

Evan and Hansen looked at each other. Hansen had no idea what to do, and Evan was
clearly lost. “Y ou should ask Orion for help,”

Hansen suggested.

“He' s not here. He went home early with Davey.”

The crying was getting louder, and Janice looked like she was about to punch the
other mother or run out the door. Something needed to be done.

Hansen sucked in a breath. He had no idea what he was doing, but he wouldn’t let
Evan face al of this on his own. It might only be a bunch of children, but as far as

Hansen was concerned, they were more terrifying than hunters.

He forced himself to smile and turned toward the two mothers. “I’ll go check in the
back if we have cupcakes.”

Janice dropped the candle into Hansen’s hands. Thankfully, now that she knew
Hansen and Evan were going to try, she turned her attention to the crying boy.

Hansen rushed into the back room, pausing only long enough to tell the child poking
at the plant to be careful.

He almost cried in relief when he opened the fridge and found atray of cupcakes.

He didn’'t know if Orion had gotten them ready for tomorrow, but he didn’t think



Orion would mind if they used them tonight. Hansen would text him to let him know
what had happened, just in case.

He grabbed the tray and rejoined Evan.

The potted plant was missing aleaf now, and Janice was scolding the child.

The crier had stopped crying and was in the other mother’s arms, sniffling, but his
smile quickly returned when he saw the cupcakes.

Hansen put the tray down on the counter and stuck the candle into one of them.

He turned to Evan because he had no idea how much they were supposed to ask for
all these cupcakes.

How much would that cost?

“You're not lighting the candle?’

Janice asked.

“We can provide the cupcakes, but you' |l have to take them home to eat them,”

Hansen quickly said before Evan could offer to have the party at the bakery.

Janice scowled, and when she opened her mouth, Hansen was pretty sure she was
about to demand they be allowed to stay.

Evan looked on the edge of tears, and Hansen couldn’t allow that to happen.

It was his job to protect his mate, even from an angry mother.



“That’ Il be fifty dollars,”

he quickly said, ignoring Evan when he made a strangled sound.

Hansen didn’'t look at his mate.

He stared at Janice until she finally took out her phone, but he had no idea how to
take the payment.

Thankfully, Evan was moving again, and by the time Hansen was done packing the
cupcakes into one of the boxes Evan kept behind the counter, Janice was ready to go.

Hansen followed the two mothers and their hordes of children to the door, locking it
as soon as the last kid was out.

He was pretty sure he saw Janice scow! again, but he didn’t care.

She and the small demons were out, and they weren’t coming back in.

Hansen had been at the bakery for only a handful of minutes, yet it had felt like an
eternity.

He sighed in relief and turned to Evan, asmile already on hislips.

The smile vanished when he realized he couldn’t see Evan.

“Evan?’

he called out.

A hand appeared over the top of the counter. Evan waved, and Hansen rushed to his



side, wondering why his mate had curled up on the floor and was hugging his knees.
Had something about the situation reminded him of the labs?

13 Hw’”

Hansen said softly as he crouched next to Evan and put a hand on his knee.

“What would | have done if you hadn’t been here?’

Evan asked.

“Whatever you could.”

“1 froze. | didn’t know what to say.”

“You didn’t have to because | was there to help.”

“What about the next time someone decides to have a party in the bakery? What am |
supposed to do?’

“You can either tell them to leave, or you can tell Orion, and he'll do the same.”

Evan's eyes were damp. “l don’t want to have to rely on you or Orion. | want to be
able to do these things myself.”

“You will, eventually. No one expects you to be fine, Evan. We know what you went
through, and we understand.”

“When will it stop? It’snot fair.”

Hansen agreed, but life, in general, wasn't fair. They had to deal with whatever was



handed to them, even though, in Evan’'s case, it was harder than what most people
would ever go through.

“1 don’'t think it’ll ever stop, but | can promise you that whether or not it does, I'll be
with you. I’'ll do everything | can to help you.”

To Hansen's surprise, Evan giggled. “You realize you made her pay way too much,
right?’

“l have no idea how much cupcakes cost. Besides, she paid the fifty dollars, didn't
she?’

“Because she didn’'t have a choice with all those kids.”

Hansen shrugged. “Next time, they’ll plan better.”

Hansen was glad to see a smile back on Evan's face, and if he had to ask a rude
woman to pay way too much for cupcakes to see him smile again, he'd do it again
and again.

He' d do pretty much anything for his mate.

EVAN WANTED TO STAND on his own two feet, but at the same time, it felt good
to have someone take charge and take care of him. For so long, he’d been aone and
had to survive on his own. It wouldn’t make him weak to alow Hansen to help him,
would it?

Evan wasn't sure he had the strength to rebuild his life on his own. He wasn’t even
sure he wanted to do it. Hansen was his mate, and that meant something, even though
Evan didn’t know where things between them would go.



He liked Hansen, and he liked him even more after what had happened tonight. Evan
had panicked when the two women and children came in, but Hansen had made
everything all right. He'd found a solution while Evan had been freaking out, and
even though he'd sold the cupcakes Orion had prepared for tomorrow, a sale was a
sae.

“S0, what’ s next?’

Hansen asked.

“We don’t have any more cupcakesto sell.”

Hansen laughed. “I’ 1l apologize to Orion. Do you have to stay open much longer?’
Evan hoped not. He was sitting on the floor behind the counter, for fuck’'s sake. It
wasn't sanitary, and after the day he'd had, he felt the need to take a shower and
snuggle in bed.

He took his phone out of his pocket and checked thetime. “I can close,”

he said as he started getting to his feet.

Hansen gently pushed him back down. “Or you could guide me through closing, and |
could do it for you.”

“1t’ s not your job.”

“Good thing I'm not doing it to get paid, then. Let me do thisfor you, Evan.”

Evan almost asked him why, but he knew.



Ever since they’d found out they were mates, Hansen had been showing up for Evan,
even when Evan didn’t feel like seeing anyone.

He' d texted and called, had given Evan time and space when he needed it, but had
been a steady presence that reminded Evan that he wasn't alone.

Evan knew he wasn't, of course.

He' d aways have Davey, who'd looked for him for years and hadn’t allowed himself
to be happy until he'd found him.

They were still close, but things were different.

Davey had Orion now, and Evan had Hansen.

Evan wasn’t in love with Hansen yet, but it would be so easy to fall for the man.

Seeing how much he already cared would be enough.

He didn’t expect anything from Evan, even though he should.

Right now, their relationship was unbalanced, and Evan wasn't sure he could fix it
before he fixed himself.

He didn’t want to push Hansen away, and he didn’t want to hurt him by asking him to
wait for too long.

Hansen booped Evan’s nose with hisfinger. “What’s going on in your head?’

“Things | probably shouldn’t be thinking about at this hour of the day while sitting on
the floor.”



“Then don't think about them. Tell me what to do and rest.”

“Fine, but I'm not doing it from the floor.”

With a chuckle, Hansen straightened up and offered Evan’s hand.

Evan took it and allowed his mate to help him to his feet and guide him to one of the
small tables by the window.

He didn’t argue when Hansen pushed him into one of the chairs, and for a moment,
they stared at each other.

This man was Evan’s mate.

If Evan played his cards right, Hansen would be in hislife until one of them died.

If Evan allowed himself to live, he could be the happiest he'd ever been, even before
he' d been taken.

He hated that it had taken him being kidnapped and tortured to find his mate, but
maybe finding Hansen was a way for fate to ask for his forgiveness—for both their
forgiveness.

Hansen had been in alab, too.
That was probably why he knew what Evan needed. He'd been through what Evan
was going through now. He knew how it felt. He could take care of Evan in a way

that no one €' se could.

Evan cleared his throat and started explaining what to do before he did something
stupid like kissing Hansen.



He wanted to kiss his mate, but was now the best moment to do it? Was there a best
moment to do it at all? Evan didn’t know, but he still felt dlightly panicked, and he
knew it would be better to give himself time to relax.

He didn’'t want their first kiss to happen when he was about to cry.

He wanted to enjoy it and to know it was the beginning of something.

“There’snot alot to do,”

he said. “I took care of the cleanup earlier, so we just have to lock up the place.”

He gave Hansen instructions, and Hansen followed them asif he was paid to do it.

It was clear that this was important to him because he put alot of effort into it, which
earned him another point in Evan’s heart.

Even though Evan had always known that mates existed, he'd never believed in love
at first sight.

He supposed he still didn’t because he hadn’t fallen in love with Hansen the first time
he’' d seen him, but he was devel oping feelings much faster than he thought possible.

Maybe he should have expected it, considering who Hansen was to him.

He wasn't just another guy.

He was Evan' s mate, and both Evan and his wolf wanted more.

Would it be right to start something with Hansen when Evan's life was still a mess?
Evan wanted to think it would be, but there was something weighing on him that he



felt he should take care of before things got messier with his mate.

“Y ou should probably let Davey know that you' re okay,”

Hansen said as he cleaned the table.

Evan blanked. “Why?’

“I’m sure you remember how much he frets. Orion might have managed to distract
him for a bit, but with the bakery closing, he’ll start wondering if everything’ s fine.”

Hansen was right, and realizing that was startling.

Once, Evan had been the one person who knew Davey best.

They’ d been inseparable.

They’ d been childhood friends, attached at the hip since they were six and had met in
first grade.

But they hadn’t spent time with each other in years.

Evan had been utterly alone, but he was glad that Davey hadn’t been there.
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He needed people.
Everyone did.

It was bad enough that Davey had felt guilty for something he couldn’t help. At least
he' d had people who loved him.

Evan texted Davey to reassure him that he was okay before Davey could start
freaking out.

He also teased him a bit about what he'd been up to with Orion, and while he was
happy for Davey, he was also dightly uncomfortable at the thought of going home
tonight.

Surely they’ d had their fill of each other by now?

It wasn't like they’ d fuck on the coffee table if they hadn’t, and it wasn’t the first time
that Davey had a boyfriend, but Evan felt like the third wheel when he spent too
much time with Davey and Orion, especially in the privacy of their home, where they
were more relaxed and the PDA was off the charts.

“How’s Davey?’

Hansen asked.

“Probably blissed out, although he did manage to send me a text. You were right. He
was getting worried.”



“Would he worry even more if you didn’t go home tonight?’

Evan put his phone down and looked up at Hansen. “What are you suggesting?’

He wanted to say yes without even thinking about it, but could he?

He wanted everything with Hansen. He wanted what Davey and Orion had, including
sex and not being able to stay away from each other for long. It would take time to
build up to that, but Evan felt like he and Hansen were ready for something, even
though he didn’t know what that something was. Spending the night might be alittle

too fast, though.

“You could give Davey and Orion an evening to themselves, and | could continue
taking care of you. If you're okay with it, I'd like to cook you dinner,”

Hansen offered.

“What about after dinner?”

“Likel said, | want to take care of you, whatever that entails.”

Evan bit hislower lip. “ That’s probably not going to entail sex.”

“That’ s perfectly fine with me. It’s not why | asked you to spend the night.”

“It' swhat people will assume we did.”

“Do we care about what people will assume? We're mates. People will think that
we'll be bonded in aweek, anyway. What happens between us when we're in private

IS No one' s business but ours. We can go at whatever pace you feel comfortable with,
and | don’'t care what people think of that.”



Evan was rethinking love at first sight because he was aready alittle in love with this
man. “As long as you don’t expect anything, I’d be happy to spend the night at your
house,”

Evan said, hoping—knowing—he wasn’t making a mistake.

Hansen was the rest of hislife, and it looked like the rest of hislife was about to start.

HANSEN WASN'T SURPRISED that Evan wasn't ready for the next step. He
hadn’'t expected him to be. He'd been in Evan's place, and he remembered how
overwhelming everything was. Evan needed to find his footing and his place in alife
he’'d missed out on for years. Of course he wasn't ready for anything more with
Hansen.

And that was okay. Hansen hadn’t been lying when he said that he would give Evan
whatever he needed. His instinct was to take care of his mate, of course, but it was
more than that. He wanted to take care of Evan because he deserved it after
everything, just like all the other survivors had deserved it.

Hansen's job was more on the fighting side of the mission he and the mutants had
given themselves, but he'd lived with the tribe long enough to have helped survivors,
too. He liked watching them come back to life. He liked seeing them realize that their
nightmare was finally over and that the rest of their life wasin their hands. It could be
terrifying, but also exhilarating.

Evan was free, and with all the support he had, he could do anything he wanted.

“The only thing | expect isthat you allow me to take care of you,”

he promised.



Evan was still fiddling with his phone. He'd checked in with Davey, and since
Hansen had no doubt that Davey would freak out if Evan didn’t come home tonight,
he tilted his chin toward the phone. “Y ou should tell Davey.”

Evan groaned. “He' s going to freak out.”

“Yes, well. He' s been overprotective since you arrived.”

“1 don’t blame him. | know he feels guilty, and I’d probably do the same if our roles
were reversed. | want to take care of him, too, after the years we spent apart, but he
has Orion.”

“And you have me.”

Evan blinked as if he hadn’t remembered that. Hansen didn’t think that was the case.
It was more that Evan wasn’'t used to people taking care of him anymore.

“Ill text him.”

“He’' s going to call you right away.”

The corners of Evan’s lips curled into a smile. “Probably, but that’ s fine.”

Sure enough, Evan’s phone started vibrating as soon as he put it down on the table.
Evan’'s smile was more pronounced as he picked it up, answering right away.

“You do know you're not my mother, right?’ he asked.

Hansen went back to work with a smile on hisface.

He loved that Davey was so worried about Evan.



He wished it wasn't out of guilt, although he understood that was only part of it. Evan
deserved people who cared about him and who could show him that they did.

As Evan had said, there wasn’t much left to do.

Hansen cleaned the tables and counter again, then checked that everything in the
kitchen was turned off.

Orion would be at work in a few hours—Hansen wasn’'t sure how he managed to
wake up at three in the morning every day to do this—and when he arrived, he’'d find

everything clean and neat.

Hansen turned off al the lights, checked that the front door was locked, and turned to
Evan.

He was still on the phone, softly talking with Davey, but he quickly said goodbye
when he realized that Hansen was done.

That was when things turned a little awkward.

Hansen had expected it.

He and Evan had never spent the night in the same place, and their relationship was
new.

Hell, Hansen wasn't even sure he'd call it a relationship. Maybe friendship? He
wanted it to be more, but he wasn’'t about to rush Evan. Maybe they could talk about

it over dinner.

“Ready?’ he asked.



Evan got to hisfeet.

Hansen gave him space as he finished checking the bakery, keeping an eye open
when they stepped into the back alley.

Orion and Evan had been here with Orion’s father just afew days ago.

There weren’t good memories here, but Evan didn’t seem to be thinking about them.

He turned the last light off, closed and locked the door, then checked it again to be
sure it was locked.

Hansen wanted his mate to be out of there as soon as possible.

He realized that he couldn’t protect Evan from memories, and considering that Evan
worked here, he probably saw the back alley several times a day, but his lion wanted
Evan out of there, and Hansen agreed.

Like everything in the village, Hansen’ s house wasn't far.

It was small, more like a cottage, but he liked it.

He was fine with something small since he wasn’t planning on having afamily.

He didn’'t have experience with kids, and what had happened today had cemented that
conviction.

He wanted to focus on Evan and their relationship, and he suspected that Evan felt the
same way. It was something they needed to talk about, though. If Evan did want kids,
they’ d have to move.



Evan seemed fascinated by every trinket in the kitchen.

As Hansen got things out to make pasta, Evan picked up pictures, poked at objects,
and looked out the window.

That was why Hansen didn’t expect it when Evan suddenly asked, “Do you think I'm
amutant?’

Hansen put down his wooden spoon and turned to face his mate. He leaned against
the counter, trying to find the right words even though he knew they didn’t exist.

“You were in the same lab as Davey was until he managed to escape,” he said.

Evan nodded. He picked up a picture frame that held a photo of Hansen and the other
mutants. It had been taken right after they’d moved to the village, and they all looked

happy.

“Davey was aready a mutant by the time he escaped,”

Hansen continued. “We don’'t know if they did whatever they did to Davey to you,
too, but there’' s a good chance they did.”

Hansen swallowed. He seldom talked about these things, and he wished he didn’'t
have to, but this was Evan. “From what we were able to understand by putting our
stories together, most of the mutants have passed through one specific lab.”

“The one where Davey and | were,”

Evan offered.

“Yeah. We don’t know if it was the only lab that did those kinds of experiments, but



there's achanceit was.”

“Which means that I’ m probably a mutant.”

Evan put down the picture frame. “Why don't | know for sure? Davey does.
Shouldn’t | know?’

“It really depends on what your ability is. Some are more obvious, like Matthew’s,
who controls electricity. | knew something was different with me after | escaped from
the lab, but | didn’'t know what that something was until | thought someone was
following me and freaked out. They were alarmed when | suddenly disappeared from
in front of them.”

“Y ou mentioned a cloaking ability.”

“l don't turn invisible. If someone really tries looking for me, they can find me, but
when we' re fighting hunters, they don’t have the time to focus on me that way. They
also don’'t expect me to be there, which makes things easier.”

“So you think | probably have some kind of ability but don’t know about yet.”

“1 think it's a strong possibility, yes. You don’'t have to know what you can do,
though. Y ou can just ignore all of it until it presentsitself.”

Evan looked as though he wasn’'t impressed with that suggestion. “I need to know if
I’m dangerous.”

He hesitated and licked hislips. “I think I’ m ready to reach out to my family.”

Hansen knew a bit about that situation. Davey had confessed that he'd never
contacted his family or Evan’s after he escaped from the lab. He'd been focused on



finding Evan and feeling guilty about leaving him behind, and he hadn’'t wanted
Evan’sfamily to fed like he was responsible for what had happened.

Maybe now that Evan was back, both Evan and Davey could get their families back.
Hansen hoped so. Family was what made life worth living.

“Whatever you need from me, I'll giveit to you,”

Hansen promised.

To his surprise, Evan huffed and moved toward him. Hansen didn’t know what to
expect, but it wasn’t Evan hooking an arm around his neck and pulling him closer so
he could press their lips together.

“Y ou shouldn’t be this perfect,”

Evan grumbled.

He didn’t move away, and Hansen didn’t want him to. “I’m really not.”

“1 don’t know. You look pretty perfect to me.”

Since Evan had taken the first step, Hansen decided to take the next. He pulled Evan
closer, making sure he could move away if he didn’t want this. Evan stayed where he
was. He tilted his face and smiled at Hansen, and it was the most natural thing in the

world to lean down and kiss him again.

It was soft and gentle, and it was everything Hansen wanted Evan to have. It was the
first chapter in what he hoped would be along love story between them.

It was perfection. It was them.
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EVAN HAD ALMOST CHANGED his mind a dozen times. Was he really doing

this? Was he really about to knock on his parents’ door?

He stared at the house where he'd grown up. They still lived here. The house looked
the same, even though some things were different. There were more flowers in the
front yard now. Someone had put a bench there, and Evan could tell his mother spent
a lot of time outside. He wondered if she'd started gardening after he vanished.
Maybe she needed something to distract herself.

“We can still go back,”

Davey said as he leaned closer.

They’ d asked Teddy, one of the mutants, to shimmer them here. He' d agreed without
hesitation. Evan hadn’t been surprised. All the mutants were incredibly supportive of
him. They understood what he' d gone through.

No one had been more supportive than Hansen, not even Davey, and that was okay. It
was how it should be. Davey’s life was with Orion, and he shouldn’t focus on Evan.
Evan had his own mate who did that.

“Or you could take some time to think,”

Orion said. “Both of you. Thisimpacts you as much as it impacts Evan, Davey.”

“I’m here to support Evan,”



Davey said.

Evan turned to look at him. “You’re here to see your family.”

“We're standing in front of your house.”

“Asif my momisn’'t going to call yours the second she sees us.”

Davey looked away. “They may not be friends anymore.”

Evan glared at his best friend. “Stop that. They don’'t know what happened to either
of us. Even if they did, they wouldn’'t blame you for me being taken or for you not
being able to rescue me after you escaped. None of this was your fault. You didn’t
kidnap me, you didn’t stick me in a cage, and you didn’t torture me. Y ou came back
for me. You looked for me for years. You did everything right, and if you don’'t stop
feeling guilty, I’m going to smack you.”

Evan half-expected Davey to continue pouting, but instead, he grinned and gently
pushed him. “There you are. It's been awhile since | saw thereal Evan.”

Evan had no idea who the real Evan was anymore, but he was starting to find out. He
was different from the Evan he’ d been before, but it wasn't a bad thing. Now, he was
Evan with a mate. He was Evan with a job, where he worked with his best friend's
mate. He was Evan, who lived in atiny village and was building a life there. He was
Evan in therapy, which regularly kicked his ass, but he couldn’t do without.

His therapist had agreed that if he felt it was time for him to see his parents, he should
see them. He didn’t know what he was about to walk in on, and he prayed it wouldn’t
be bad, but he couldn’t continue avoiding them. He especially couldn’t continue
using himself as an excuse.



He might or might not be a mutant. The probability that he was one was high, but so
far, he hadn’t made anyone explode or anything like that, so he was pretty sure he
wouldn’t hurt his family. He' d never forgive himsalf if he did.

He trusted Hansen, Davey, and Orion. If anything weird happened, they’d intervene.
That was the only reason Evan was here. The three men with him would be his
family, and that made him feel safe.

“ I ’ m SCared,"

he whispered.

Davey took his hand and squeezed. “Me, too, but it’stime.”

Evan had a choice. He could stay on the sidewalk hiding behind a tree, call Teddy
and ask him to pick them back up, or walk away from his hiding place and take the
next step in his new life.

He sucked in a breath and rushed forward, not giving himself time to change his
mind. He dragged Davey with him, and he was sure that Orion and Hansen weren’t
far behind.

He didn’t hesitate when he reached the front door. He knocked, then squeezed
Davey’s hand harder. He was glad that Davey was with him, not only because Davey
deserved to have his family back, too. Evan wouldn’t have wanted anyone else to
stand on his parents porch with him today, not even Hansen. Davey understood.
He'd lost as much as Evan had.

Evan started crying as soon as he recognized his mother’s footsteps. By the time she
opened the door, tears were streaming down his cheeks. For a moment, they stared at
each other.



Evan had changed physically as well as mentally. He was older, and he'd been
through hell. That showed on his skin. For a second, he was afraid that his mother
wouldn’t recognize him, but she screamed and threw herself forward, and Evan had
to brace himself.

“Evan? Evan!”

Evan’s mother clung to him as if she was afraid he’' d disappear. Maybe she was. She
hadn't seen him in years and probably thought he'd been dead. Instead, he was
standing on her porch, very much alive and losing the ability to breathe because she
was sgueezing him so hard.

He let go of Davey’s hand and hugged her back. “I didn’t survive for so many years
only for you to smother me to death,”

he teased through his tears.

She let go instantly. “Robert? Robert, you need to come now.”

Evan’s chest squeezed. He missed his father as much as he'd missed his mother.

His mom didn't seem to be able to let him move away because even though she
wasn't hugging him anymore, she'd taken his hand and was squeezing it to the point
of pain. Evan couldn’t find it in himself to complain. He was squeezing back just as
hard.

His father appeared from the kitchen. He was frowning, but when he saw Evan, he
froze. He wavered and had to lean against the stairs, and Evan was moving forward,
letting go of his mother so he could hug his father as fiercely as his mom had hugged
him.



“Evan?’

Evan’'s father wasn’t screaming. He sounded like he couldn’t believe that Evan was
there. To befair, Evan almost couldn’t believe it, either.

“ Itl S me’n

he confirmed. “I’m home. I’'m home.”

“What happened to you? Where were you? Are you okay?’

Someone cleared their throat. Evan didn’'t have to look to know it was Hansen. Even
here, he was taking care of Evan.

“Why don’'t we al sit down?’

Hasen suggested.

It was a sign of how overwhelmed Evan's parents were that they didn’t question who
Hansen was. Hell, Evan’s mother barely even looked at him. She’'d seen Davey, and
she was hugging him to death now.

“My boys are home,”

she said with a sob.

Evan’'s eyes burned, but he didn’'t care how much he was crying. He figured he was
allowed to today of all days.

Evan was thankful for Hansen and Orion because if it wasn't for them, he, his
parents, and Davey would still be crying on the porch. Instead, Orion and Hansen



guided them inside the house, found the living room, and helped them sit on the
couch. All four of them squeezed on the same one. Evan didn’'t want to be far from
his parents right now.

“l need to call Cynthia,”

Evan’s mother said. “Y our mother should be here,”

shetold Davey. “Y our father. They all should be here.”

Evan had known that would happen. He'd hoped that his and Davey’s mother were
still close, and he was glad they’ d had each other. They’d both lost a son when Evan
and Davey had vanished.

“What happened to you?”’

Evan’sfather asked.

“Maybe we should wait until Davey’s family is here, too,”

Evan suggested. “I want to tell you everything, but | don’t want to have to go through
it twice.”

His father’ s expression turned serious. “We' re not going to like this, are we?’

“1 wouldn’t have stayed away for so long if | hadn’t been forced to.”

“My poor boy.”

Evan started crying again. He'd imagined this day so many times over the years. He
hadn’t thought he would ever have it, but here he was.



Home.

THINGS STAYED PRETTY normal until more people arrived. Hansen had heard
Evan's mother calling Davey’s mom, but he hadn’t realized that she would bring
more people than Davey’ s father with her.

Everyone was eager to see Evan and Davey. They hadn’t seen them in years and
hadn’t even known that they were alive. It wasn't a surprise to see that everyone
wanted to hug and cry on their shoulders.

Hansen and Orion exchanged a glance. They’ d been pushed to the side when Davey’s
mother had barged into the house and thrown herself into her son’s arms. Hansen and
Orion had stayed there, watching their mates.

“How are you feeling?’

Hansen asked Orion. Orion didn’'t have a family who would be happy to see him. He
had his brother, but beyond that, his family was better lost than found. It couldn’t be
easy for him to watch as Davey and Evan were surrounded by love.

But when Orion smiled, he looked sincere. “I’m happy for him,”

he said, tilting his chin toward his mate, who had a baby in his arms and was crying.

From what Hansen had gathered, the baby was the son of Davey’s younger sister.
Davey was an uncle, and he hadn’t even known.

Evan was talking with his mother, while Evan’s father watched them both. The man
was frowning, which was an out-of-place expression. Evan had promised to explain
what had happened to him and Davey, and if Hansen had to bet, that was what his
father was thinking about.



It wouldn’'t be easy. Hansen wished Evan didn’t have to do it because it would hurt
him, but he wouldn’t let it stop him. Evan wanted his family to know what had
happened to him. It would probably be the last time he talked about it beyond
therapy, and that would be perfectly fine.

“Why do you have bodyguards?’

Davey’s mother suddenly asked.

Davey blinked up at Hansen and Orion. Their hovering was kind of awkward, but
neither of them was willing to get far from their mate.

“They’re not bodyguards,”

Davey said with a smile. He held out his free hand, and Orion moved forward, taking
it and linking their fingers together. “Thisis my mate, Orion.”

Thelevel of noise rocketed. Hansen grinned when Orion gave him a dlightly panicked
look as he was enfolded into Davey’s family, but he didn't smile for long because
Evan’s mother had heard the conversation and was turning her attention to him.

“If Orion is Davey’s mate, does that mean this man is yours, Evan?’

“It does,”

Evan confirmed with a smile that Hansen was pretty sure he'd never seen before. It
was bright and wide and went straight to Hansen’s heart.

Evan's father cleared his throat. “Why don’t we introduce everyone? My name is
Roger, and I’'m Evan’'sfather. Thisis my mate, |sabel.”



He wrapped an arm around his mate’ s shoulders.

“I"m Hansen,”

Hansen introduced himself. “Evan’s mate.”

That till felt weird to say. Hansen had wanted to meet his mate for so long, and now,
he had. He was happy, even though he wished things had happened in different
circumstances.

|sabel jumped to her feet, and the next thing Hansen knew, she wasin hisarms.

He exchanged a glance with Evan, who looked amused. Hansen didn't have a
problem with hugs, but it was startling because he' d never met Evan’s mother before.

“Y ou are so welcome into our home,”

Isabel said, leaning back and looking at Orion. “Both of you. The boys are like
brothers. We're all family, and you being Evan’ s mate means that you are, t0o.”

“They both are,”

Davey’s father declared. He offered Hansen his hand, and Hansen shook it. “I'm
Arnold.”

“Hansen. It’'s a pleasure to meet you.”

“And thisis my wife, Cynthia,”

Arnold continued. “And our youngest daughter, Ellie. That's her husband, Jack, and
their son, David.”



He pointed at Davey’ s other sister. “ That’'s Sarah and her mate, Brad.”

Hansen could only nod. He was sure Evan and Davey had more family that they’d
eventually meet, but for now, even this felt overwhelming.

“So what happened to you two?’

Ellie asked after taking her son back.

Everyone fell silent. Evan looked nervous again, so Hansen sat on the edge of the
coffee table. He didn’t want to be rude, but his mate mattered more than manners.
He' d apologize to Isabel if she wanted him to, but only after Evan was done with this.

“1 did say | would explain, didn’'t |7

Evan said with a small chuckle that held no amusement. “All right. Well, to make a
long story short, Davey and | were kidnapped.”

Isabel sucked in a breath while Evan's father pressed his lips together. Cynthia was
aready crying again and clinging to Davey’s arm.

“You know about the labs and what happens in them, so | don't have to go into
details,”

Evan continued. “But we both ended up in one of them. The past few years have been
hard.”

“But you' re home. How did you escape?’

Roger asked.



“That would be the mutants,”

Davey said as he smiled at Hansen. “They’re a group of people who were once
prisoners of the labs, too. They’ ve banded together and have been rescuing people.”

That wasn't exactly what had happened to either of them. Hansen wasn't surprised
that Evan hadn’t yet mentioned that Davey had managed to escape much sooner than
he had. He knew how Davey still felt about that.

“ S0 they saved you?’

Cynthia asked.

Davey’s smilefell. “Not exactly.”

He didn't explain, leaving everyone visibly frustrated.

Evan huffed. “Davey doesn’t want to tell you what happened because he feels guilty,
no matter how many times | tell him that none of this was his fault. He managed to
escape a few years ago, but he had to leave me behind. He returned as soon as he
could, but I'd already been transferred to another lab by then. He's been looking for
me since then and feeling guilty about abandoning me or something like that.”

|sabel pressed a hand against her mouth and turned to look at Davey. He was staring
at the floor, and his back had gone ramrod straight. It was clear that he expected
Evan’s parents to blame him for what happened.

“Oh, baby,”

Isabel said as she got up from the couch and went to hug Davey. “We know you
never would've abandoned him. Is that why you didn’t come home? Because you



thought we would blame you?’

A sob escaped Davey’ s throat.

Hansen felt out of place, even though he was Evan’s mate.

Maybe only family should be present during this conversation.

He supposed that he and Orion were family now anyway, but Davey was vulnerable,
and Hansen didn’t know if he was comfortable with him being here.

All four parents rushed to Davey’ s side.

He might’ ve been worried about Evan’'s family blaming him, but it was clear he
shouldn’t have. Roger and Isabel folded him into their aams as if he were their son.

Hansen took the opportunity to lean closer to Evan, taking his hand and waiting until
Evan turned to look at him. “Everything okay?’

Evan's eyes were red but bright. His cheeks were flushed, and he looked more alive
than he had since he’ d been rescued.

“"ll befing”

Evan promised. “Once thisis over, | never want to talk about the labs again, but they
need answers.”

Hansen raised Evan’'s hand and kissed his knuckles. “Never talking about the labs
might be hard, considering you live in a village full of mutants who rescue survivors
from them, but I' [l do what | can.”



“Y ou know what | mean,”

Evan said with a glare that was, frankly, adorable.

“Y ou two are wonderful together,”

|sabel said as she retook her place next to Evan. “I can’t believe my baby is mated.”

13 NOt yet,”

Evan told her. “Davey was able to escape years ago, but | was stuck in the lab. | was
moved several times. When a hunter took me out of my cage, | thought that was what
was happening again. | expected to end up in another lab, but instead, the hunter
dragged me to this small town, this village, really, and forced me to bait his son out of
his bakery.”

“That baker would be me,”

Orion said, raising his hand. “My father wasn't happy that me and my brother |eft
him and moved into the village. He tried to use Evan to get to me, and he succeeded,

but not for long.”

“Orion kicked hisass. That's how | ended up in the village. They took mein, and I’ve
been staying with Davey and Orion since then.”

“How did you meet your mate?’

Evan’'s mother asked.

“1"m one of the mutants Davey mentioned earlier,”



Hansen explained. “I live in the village, too, and work with the others to rescue
survivors and close the labs.”

| sabel’ s expression was serious. “Y ou were a prisoner, too?’

“1 was, awhile ago. | never want anyone to have to go through what | went through,
which iswhy thisisimportant to me.”

“Y ou poor boys have been through hell, haven't you?’

Hansen wasn’t sure that was what he'd call it, but it wasn't far off.

NO MATTER THE HORRORS of the past few years, Evan thought he could forget
them if he had all of this.

His mate. Hisfamily. Davey.

He' d thought he' d lost all the people he cared about.

He' d thought he would die in a lab, sad and alone, without ever seeing any of the
people he loved again.

He hated Orion’s father, but he would always be grateful to the man for taking him
out of his cage and giving him all of them back.

If it wasn't for him, Evan wouldn’t be here.
Without knowing it, Orion’'s father had saved his life, and while Evan hated owing

him anything, he was also happy because he knew that Orion’s father would hate
knowing he was the reason Evan was so happy now.



Evan’s mother couldn’t seem to stop touching him.

She was holding his hand as she talked to Hansen, and Evan allowed himself to take
everything in.

It seemed like Orion and Hansen fit well enough in this family.

That was good because Evan wasn’t about to let go of either.

He wanted Hansen and his family.

He wanted to be able to forget all about the labs and focus on his future.

“1 hate that you boys had to go through al of that,”

Cynthiasaid. “But you' re home now.”

Evan wiggled on the couch. “Well, we have a new home.”

Everyone fell silent. Evan hoped his parents would be happy for him, even though it
meant that he wouldn’t come back. He was willing to visit and even spend a week or
two here, but he was building alife in the village, and he didn’t want to stop. Besides,
Hansen's home was there. He couldn’t just up and leave. He was a part of the team
that rescued people from the labs, and Evan didn’t want him to stop if he didn’t want
to. It was important to Hansen, and Hansen was important to Evan.

“Of course you do,”

his mother said as she gave him a watery smile. “And what your mate is doing is
important. We wouldn’t want to take either of you away from that.”



“And it’snot like you can’'t visit,”

Cynthia added. “And maybe we can visit you.”

Evan didn’t know if that would be possible. They’d have to ask Rikar since he was
the leader of the tribe and the kind of mayor of the village.

“Of course,”

Davey reassured their mothers. “You can visit anytime you want, and we'll give you
our phone numbers and everything you need to contact us. We'll visit as often as we
can.”

He hesitated. “1’m on the team, t00.”

“Does that mean you’' re a mutant?’

his father asked.

Evan hadn’t yet mentioned that he probably was one, too. His heart ached at the
thought of his parents looking at him differently. He didn’t know if he was one for

sure, anyway.

That was what he was trying to convince himself of. He knew he was a mutant,
though. There was no way he wasn't. Even though he was happy, his future would be
an uphill battle. He was working with a therapist, but no one went through what he'd
gone through and came out on the other side without scars, both physical and mental.

But Evan wouldn’t have to do any of this alone. He had his family back, and Hansen
wasn't going anywhere.



Davey sucked in abreath. “| am.”

He raised his hand palm up, and drops of water gathered there, seemingly appearing
out of nowhere, causing gasps and little screams of surprise.

Evan had seen his best friend do that before, but he was still impressed.

Davey nodded. “Thisiswhat | do. Don’t ask me how it works because | don’t think
anyone knows, but I can manipulate water. It helps when we fight hunters because it
includes the water in a human body.”

Cynthia pressed a hand over her mouth. “What did they do to you?”’

“I never found out,”

Davey said, still not looking at her. “But whatever it was, it changed me. | decided |
might aswell use it against them.”

He closed his hand, and the water vanished into his skin.

“I don’t know if I'm a mutant,”

Evan interjected before he lost his courage. “But there's a good chance that | am. |
don’t know what | can do, but I’'m sure that eventually, I'll find out.”

“Will you join the team when you do?”’

Evan's father asked.

Evan hugged him just because he could. “I don’t think so. What they’ re doing is great
and needs to be done, but | don’t think | have it in me to go into more labs and face



the people who hurt me so badly. Maybe in afew years, I'll change my mind, but for
now, I’m happy working at Orion’s bakery.”

“You have abakery?’

Davey’s mother asked Orion.

Evan was glad for the distraction. Orion answered her questions with a smile, and
Evan could alow himself to relax and squeeze Hansen’ s hand.

Hansen was still on the coffee table, ready to intervene if anything happened. He'd
been Evan’ s rock through all of this, something Evan hadn’t expected to have.

To befair, he hadn’'t ever expected to be free of the labs, either.

“You're happy?’

Evan’s mother asked him while everyone else listened to Orion.

That was a tricky question to answer. Was he? “I think I’m getting there. | have alot
to deal with, and most days, it’s so hard, and I’'m not sure why |I’'m doing it, but then |
talk to Orion, or Davey hugs me, and Hansen texts me, and | remember. I’'m doing all
of this because | deserve it. | can finaly live my life. | don't want to miss out on
anything.”

Evan had already missed out on so much. Ellie was younger than him and Davey, but
she had a son. Evan had always loved her like a sister, and he felt like an uncle to her
son, and he hated knowing that he and Davey hadn’t been there for her. They hadn’t
been there when she'd met her mate, when they’d gotten married, or during her
pregnancy. All of that had been taken from them by the hunters and scientists, and
Evan would always hate them for that.



But they couldn’t change the past. The only thing he and Davey could do was look to
the future and deal with what happened to them. Their past might be messy and
awful, but their future wouldn’t be. That was what they should focus on.

Evan was a different person than he’d been the last time he'd sat on this couch with
his parents, but it still felt like coming home. Eventually, his mother got up to get
drinks, and when Evan tried to follow her, she pushed him back down and forced
Hansen to sit next to him so he could keep an eye on him. Evan could already tell that
these two would gang up on him, but that was fine. He'd been without anyone
worrying about him for too long.

Hansen wrapped an arm around Evan’s shoulders and held him close as Evan glanced
around the room. Davey’s father had gone to the kitchen, too, and Davey was
squeezed between his mother and Ellie. He was holding his baby nephew again, and
every so often, he looked down at him with starsin his eyes.

If Davey and Orion didn’t have a kid in the next year, Evan would eat his underwear.
He was happy for his best friend. Evan couldn’t even imagine having kids, but it was
obvious that Davey had. He' d pressed pause on his life for years. He' d been focused
on finding Evan and feeling guilty, and that was where al his attention had gone.
Even after meeting Orion, Evan had never been far from Davey’s mind.

Evan was back. Davey didn’'t have to worry about him anymore, and if Hansen had
anything to say about it, he never would. Worrying about Evan was Hansen's job
now, which meant that Davey could focus on what came next for him and Orion.

Evan believed that was kids, and he' d happily be Uncle Evan whenever it happened.
THE EVENING SUN CAST a golden hue over Hansen's home, illuminating the

living room in a soft, inviting glow that he hoped would help Evan relax. Evan stood
at the living room door, looking hesitant.



“Areyou sure you're fine with me spending the night again?’ he asked.

The last few weeks had been a whirlwind for him, and Hansen wasn't surprised that
he needed reassurance, especially after the day he’'d had. “You're aways welcome in
my home, Evan.”

“Because I’ m your mate.”

“And because | like you.”

Evan’'slipscurled. “Y ou like me because I’ m your mate.”

“And because you're brave, caring, strong, and resilient. Comein, Evan,”

Hansen tried to keep his voice soft and soothing. He wanted Evan to feel at home
here. He hoped that, eventually, it would become his home.

Evan nodded, but he was still fiddling with the hem of his shirt. Hansen didn’t expect
him to feel fully comfortable here yet, and staring at him wouldn’t help, so he smiled
at hismate. “I’ll get started on dinner.”

After the emotions of the day, Evan had to be hungry.

Evan and Davey’s families had tried convincing all four of them to stick around for
dinner, but Evan had insisted he wanted to come back to the village. No one had
pushed, which told Hansen that they knew Evan’'s limits, even though they hadn’t
seen him in years. Davey and Orion had returned with them, but they’d gone home.
Evan had wanted to give them space, and Hansen had been delighted when he'd
asked if he could spend the night at his house again. He hadn’t hesitated to say yes.
He was glad that Evan considered his home a safe place.



Evan followed Hansen into the kitchen. Hansen had planned ahead, even though he
hadn’t known how the day would go. He' d suspected Evan would need comfort food,
so he' d prepped everything he could and had left it in the fridge.

“I’m making your favorite,”

he said. “ Chicken Alfredo.”

Evan had mentioned it the last time he' d been there.

Evan's stomach growled in response. His cheeks flushed, but he managed a small
smile. “ That’s amazing, Hansen. Thank you.”

Having prepped ahead, it didn’t take long for Hansen to get their meal ready. Evan
sat at the kitchen island and watched him, not saying anything. Hansen left him with
his thoughts. He had no doubt Evan needed time after today, and the silence in the
room wasn't awkward or heavy. Hansen liked that they could spend time together
like this. They didn't need words or explanations. Their silence was filled with
unspoken words and shared experiences.

Evan appeared more relaxed by the time they sat down to eat. The air smelled divine,
and even though Hansen’'s day hadn’t been as emotionally charged as Evan's, he was
starving and happy to keep up the silence for a little while longer. Hansen poured
them both a glass of wine, hoping it would help Evan relax even more.

“How are you feeling?’

Hansen eventually asked, breaking the silence.

Evan swallowed a bite of pasta. “Better, | think. It's just a little hard to untangle
everything right now. But being here with you helps, and I’'m glad | could give Davey



space.

Hansen reached across the table, taking Evan's hand in his. “You don’'t have to
untangle anything tonight. Just eat, relax, and focus on yourself.”

Evan nodded and returned to his meal. He was smiling now, which was good.
After dinner, Hansen cleared the dishes, insisting that Evan relax on the couch. He
could feel Evan watching him move around the kitchen, but he didn’t mind. It would

take them some time to be comfortable together, but this was a good start.

When the kitchen was spotless, Hansen returned to Evan. He wasn't done taking care
of his mate.

“How do you feel about taking a bath?’

Hansen offered. “Then we can go to bed or watch TV. Whatever you want.”

Evan hesitated for a moment, then nodded. It felt like a step in the right direction for
their relationship, but Hansen would do whatever he could to keep him comfortable.

Hansen led Evan to the bathroom upstairs. He wasn’'t one for baths, so he'd only used
it once since he’d moved in. He'd found sitting in the water awkward and boring, but
after meeting Evan, he’' d bought a few things, just in case Evan enjoyed it more than
he did.

He left Evan in his bedroom and went to start the water in the tub. Once the water
was warm, he plugged the tub and grabbed the lavender bath bomb he' d bought. He

dropped it in, then gathered a bunch of soft towels.

Once Hansen had everything, he inspected the room. Steam rose from the dlightly



purple water, and the scent of lavender was light in the air. He hoped it would help
Evan relax.

“Take your time,”

Hansen whispered as Evan walked into the bathroom. “1’ll be in the bedroom if you
need me.”

Hansen retreated, leaving Evan alone. He didn’t know how long Evan would be in the
bathroom, but he wanted everything to be ready for him when he was done.

He turned on the light on the nightstand instead of the bright overhead light. He
opened the bed and cracked the window open so they could get some fresh air. He
turned the TV on but kept the volume low.

Evan hadn’t brought any clothes with him today, so Hansen grabbed a pair of pgjama
pants and a t-shirt from his dresser. He couldn’t hear anything in the bathroom, so he
knocked and waited for Evan to answer.

“Yes?

Hansen cracked the door open and peeked. “ Thought you might need these,”

he said softly, holding up the folded clothes.

Evan looked up. “Thank you, Hansen.”

He paused. “For everything.”

Hansen smiled, his heart swelling at Evan’s vulnerability. “Always, Evan. You
deserve every hit of care | can give”



And he intended to continue until Evan was sick of him.

He hoped it never happened.

As Hansen turned to leave again, Evan’ s voice stopped him. “ Stay with me,”

he murmured. “Please.”

Hansen hesitated, but he could never say no to his mate. He nodded, sat on the edge
of the tub, and reached out to lightly trail his fingers over Evan’s shoulder. He was
taking arisk, but he didn’t think that Evan would push him away. “Tell me what you

need.”

Evan took a deep breath and looked at Hansen. “lI need to feel close to you.
Connected. But not...that. Not yet.”

Hansen' s expression softened, understanding dawning. “Whatever you' re ready for.”
Evan nodded, his body relaxing further under Hansen’s touch. He reached out, his
hand finding Hansen’s to intertwine their fingers. The connection between them was
strong, even without a full bond.

“Kiss me,”

Evan whispered, his voice barely audible.

Hansen leaned in, his lips brushing against Evan’s as gently as he could. The kisswas
slow, deliberate, filled with the weight of everything Hansen hadn’t yet told Evan. It

was a promise of more, a confirmation of their bond, and that he’ d take care of Evan
until the day he died.



Asthelr lips moved, Evan pulled their linked hands beneath the water. “Closer,”

he murmured, his body arching toward Hansen.

Hansen was all for that. He knew that Evan would stop him if he did something his
mate wasn'’t ready for, so he didn’t hesitate to straighten and get out of his clothes. He
heard Evan suck in a breath, but that was it. He didn’t tell Hansen to stop, so Hansen
carefully lowered himself into the tub behind Evan. The water sloshed gently,
enveloping them both. Evan turned his upper body so they could kiss.

“Hansen,”

he breathed, his voice thick. “Hold me tight.”

Hansen complied, wrapping his arms around Evan and squeezing him tightly. The tub
wasn't big, but Evan still managed to turn sideways and climb into Hansen's lap,
folding his body to fit. He buried his face in Hansen’' s neck, and Hansen held him.
“Isthis okay?’

Hansen whispered.

Evan nodded, nuzzling closer. “More than okay. It’s perfect.”

Their hands roamed, exploring each other’s bodies. Hansen traced the lines of Evan's
back with his fingertips, eliciting a soft moan from his mate that made him smile.

Evan gasped, his voice trembling. “Y ou feel safe.”

Hansen kissed the top of Evan’'s head, his heart aching with love for this man who
had endured so much. He shouldn’t have. He should’ ve been protected and cherished.



“You're safe with me, Evan.”

Evan pulled back slightly, his eyes searching Hansen's. “Can | touch you, too?’

Hansen's breath hitched, his body responding instinctively to Evan’'s request. “Of
course. Take whatever you need from me.”

Evan might not have yet realized that Hansen was willing to give him anything he
asked for, but he would eventually. He' d stop asking and would take him like Hansen

wanted him to.

With trembling hands, Evan reached for Hansen to trace his chest. The sensation was
electric and intimate. It made Hansen shudder. “Y ou’ re so strong,”

Evan murmured, his touch growing bolder. “But so gentle.”

Hansen closed his eyes, enjoying the feeling of Evan’s hands on his skin. “Not as
gentle asyou,”

he replied.

Evan’'s exploration led him lower, his fingers dancing over Hansen's abdomen before
dipping under the water. He glanced up, seeking permission.

“Go ahead,”

Hansen encouraged, his voice barely above awhisper. “ Take control, Evan.”

It was what he’ d missed for years, and Hansen wanted him to have it back.

With a deep breath, Evan dipped his hand under the water to curl his fingers around



Hansen's hardened cock. The sensation was intense and caused a rush of heat that
made Hansen groan.

1 Evan,”

he breathed, arching his body into the touch. “God, that feels good.”

Evan’s grip tightened, but his strokes were slow and deliberate. “Does it?’

he asked, his voice uncertain.

Hansen nodded, his eyes locked onto Evan's. “Yes, it’s perfect.”

They stayed like that for what felt like an eternity, their breaths mingling in the
steamy air. Hansen cradled Evan's face with his hands, his thumbs brushing over the
scars that lingered from his captivity as he gave himself up completely.

“l loveyou,”

Hansen whispered, his voice choked with emotion. He should probably wait to say
those words, but they felt right. It was what he felt, and he didn’t want to keep them
from Evan. “Even when you' re scared, even when you’ re unsure, | love you.”

Evan’'s eyesfilled with tears. “1 love you, too, Hansen. So much.”

Their lips met again in a fierce kiss. Hansen dlid one hand under the water, seeking
Evan’'sdick, histouch light as he stroked him in tandem with his own pleasure.

“ Harder,”

Evan panted, his body visibly begging for release. “Please.”



Hansen obliged, his strokes firmer, his fingers gliding over Evan’s sensitive flesh
with ease. “Is this okay?’

he asked, his voice hoarse with desire.

“Yes”

Evan groaned, his head falling back. “Just like that.”

Their moans filled the small bathroom, intermingling with the sound of water
sloshing around the tub. Hansen's release came quickly, his body tensing as he

spilled into Evan’ s hand, his breath hitching in histhroat. “Evan,”

he whimpered, the word a prayer on his lips. He' d known he' d love his mate when he
met them, but he hadn’t expected just how much he would.

Evan’'s climax followed, his body shaking with the force of it. He clung to Hansen,
his fingers digging into Hansen's shoulders as he whimpered. Hansen held him close,
wanting him to feel protected and like he could truly let go.

Evan collapsed against Hansen, his breathing still ragged. “ Thank you,”

he whispered.

Hansen held him tightly, his heart full to bursting. “No, thank you, Evan. For trusting
me and for letting mein.”

They stayed like that for a while, wrapped in each other’s arms, ignoring the world
outside. It would still be there tomorrow morning.

“Let’s get you dried off,”



Hansen murmured eventually, reluctantly pulling back. “Y ou must be exhausted.”

And the water was getting cooler. He didn’t want Evan to get cold.

Evan nodded. “Y eah, | am. But it was worth it. The whole day was worth it.”

Hansen helped him out of the tub, wrapping him in a plush towel before leading him
to the bedroom. The bed was already turned down, so Hansen tucked Evan in, his
eyes never leaving Evan’s.

“Sw,

Hansen whispered, brushing a stray lock of hair from Evan's forehead. “I'll be right
here when you wake up.”

He' d cleaned up the bathroom and got into bed. He didn’t want to be away from Evan
for too long.

Evan closed his eyes, and Hansen watched him. He could imagine a hundred nights
just like this one.

He couldn’t wait.
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SOMETHING WEIRD WAS going on. Evan had first noticed it a few days ago, but
it had been easy to dismiss. He had work, Hansen, Davey, and his family. His mother
had been caling him every day, and they spent hours talking about what had
happened while Evan wasn't home. He'd missed so much that sometimes, it made
him want to cry, but when that happened, he reminded himself that he had decades
ahead to fix it.

But now that things were settling down, he couldn’t ignore the weirdness anymore.

He stared at the flour on the table in front of him. It was flour, nothing weird to find
in a bakery. What was weird was the plant in the middle of it.

It hadn’t been there before Evan touched the flour. He was supposed to clean it, but
as soon as he'd touched it, this fucking thing had sprung from it. Evan didn’t know
what kind of flour Orion used, but he was pretty sure that it came from this plant. It
kind of explained why this plant, in particular, was there, but that was all. Nothing
else made sense.

He took a step back, and his feet tangled together. He reached out to grab the table so
he wouldn’t fall on his face and pressed his hand against the surface. Orion had been
baking with oranges, and he' d left the peels and seeds on the table for Evan to clean.
Evan’'s pinky brushed against one of the seeds, and atiny sprout suddenly burst from
it right in front of Evan’s eyes.

There was only one explanation. Evan had done it. He was the one who'd turned the
seed into a plant that was still growing.



He snatched his hand away and cradled it against his chest. The plant stopped
growing, but it didn’t vanish.

If Evan had to guess, he'd just found out what his mutant power ability was.

He had no idea what else he could do. He didn’t even know what this ability was. Did
he make plants grow? Could he grow any plant, anywhere, or did he need a seed or
something the plant had been before, like the flour?

“Evan,”

Orion said.

Evan jumped and squeaked. He turned to glare at Orion, whose head was cocked as
he stared at the counter and the tiny orange tree sprouting on it.

“Do | want to know?’

Orion asked.

“1 don’t think you do, but you probably should.”

“I’m listening.”

“1 think | need to stay away from ingredients as much as possible. They seem to grow
on me.”

“Does that mean you can’'t pack up pastries anymore?’

Evan bit hislower lip. “I don’t know. | think that aslong as | don’t touch them, I'll be
fine.”



“Okay. Why don’t you go back to the front of the shop? We can talk during lunch
break, but in the meantime, it's better if you stay away from my ingredients. |
wouldn’t want to walk into the kitchen and find a whole orange tree.”

Evan glared, but Orion wasn't wrong, so he scurried back to the front of the shop,
happy to forget about his mysterious ability and focus on the job.

He served two women and watched as they |eft the shop.

The shop was empty now, which meant he needed something else to distract him.

He grabbed cleaning supplies and went to clean the few tables that had been used
since the last time he' d cleaned.

Unfortunately, there wasn't much else to do, but as he walked past the potted plant in
the corner, he noticed one of the leaves was turning yellow.

Without thinking, he grabbed it and pulled.

It turned green again.

Evan watched in awe as the leaf turned back to life.

He didn't let go, which he realized was a mistake when more leaves started sprouting
from the plant.

He swore and stepped back, finally letting go. He stared at the damn thing, sure it was
twice as big as it had been before he touched it.

“That’ simpressive,”



avoice said from behind him.

He turned to find Matthew, a friend of Hansen and Davey, standing there. The man
was staring at the plant, which was still growing, albeit more slowly than it had when
Evan was touching it.

“1 don’t know how to make it stop,”

Evan confessed.

“I’m pretty sure you just have to wait. It's slowing down.”

“1 hope so because otherwise, Orion will have to deal with ajunglein his bakery.”
Which might not be a bad thing.

Davey and Hansen were on araid, which meant that Orion and Evan were jumpy.

They were worried, but Evan had been focused on his new ability, while Orion didn’t
have anything but baking.

Maybe creating a problem Orion had to solve would help him not obsess over Davey
and what was happening.

“I"m surprised to see you here,”

he told Matthew as he took another step back from the plant, just in case.

Matthew scowled. “Moore said | was a little too trigger-happy with my electricity. He
told meto think about it while | stayed back.”



“Hansen mentioned you kept shocking an unconscious hunter.”

“The guy was a hunter. Who cares that | was shocking him?’

Evan couldn’t say he disagreed. As far as he was concerned, no one should have any
pity for hunters. After everything they’ d done to him, he certainly didn’t.

But he understood why Moore was trying to keep Matthew under control.

Most hunters were evil, but some of them were probably like Orion and Perseus.

From what Orion had said, hunting—Evan would call it kidnapping and
torturing—supernatural creatures was somewhat of afamily tradition for hunters.

Sons hunted with their fathers and grandfathers, just like Orion and Perseus had been
forced to.

They hadn’t been able to refuse because they would’ ve been hurt or killed if they had.

They’ d gotten out, but they’ d been lucky.

Other hunters might not be, and it wouldn’t be fair to hurt them, even though Evan
had no doubt they’ d hurt people.

“Well, Mooreisyour boss. If you don't listen to him, he’ll put you in timeout,”
Evan pointed out.
Matthew pouted. He was an adult, but he was short with blond curls and looked

completely innocent. It was a stark contrast with the fact that he could fry people to
death.



“Are you going to become one of us, then?’

Matthew asked.

“What do you mean?’

“Your ability.”

Evan glanced at the plant. It had stopped growing, but it was about twice as big as it
had been before Evan touched it. “I"'m not sure how useful that ability would bein a
fight. What am | going to do? Hand hunters flowers?’

Matthew hummed as he tapped a fingertip on his chin. “Y ou could make plants grow
to trap the hunters like in the movies, you know, with roots and everything. You
could wrap branches around the hunters' legs and immobilize them.”

Evan couldn’t imagine himself doing that. He couldn’t imagine himself going on a
raid. He was terrified that something would happen to Hansen, and he doubted it
would be easier if he was there with hismate. “1 think I’ll stick with the bakery.”
“That’sfine. Not all of us who’ ve been changed want to hunt hunters.”

“1 don’t think | can do anything like that.”

“No one will ask you to. Y ou can work at the bakery for the rest of your life.”

Matthew grinned. “In fact, please do. | like it when you give me two cookies for the
price of one.”

Evan glanced toward the back door. He doubted Orion would be angry, but just in
case, he didn’t want his bossto hear.



Evan had a soft spot for Matthew, or rather, for the mutants Hansen worked with. He
could see how important they were to his mate, and Hansen considered them family,
so maybe he spoiled them a bit when they came into the bakery. He wasn't planning
on stopping. He wanted them to like him, and if he had to use a little bribery, he
would.

Matthew’s phone started ringing. He took it out, frowned, and quickly answered.
“Hw:l

he said. “Are you coming back already?’
Evan couldn’t hear what the voice on the other side of the phone said, but the tone
sounded urgent. Matthew’s smile vanished, and his serious expression was more

terrifying than imagining him shocking hunters with his ability.

“Yeah, okay. I'll be ready to help if Moore needs me. Yeah, in front of Moore's
house.”

He hung up and stared at Evan for amoment. Evan wondered if he was going to have
to ask. He hoped not.

“The raid went sideways,”

Matthew explained. “ There were more guards and hunters than we expected.”

“Hansen? Davey?’

“l don’'t know, Evan.”

THERE WAS ONE THING to be said about Hansen’ s ability—it was helpful to spy
on hunters and sneak into labs, but it was less useful when you had to fight a bunch of



hunters no one had expected to be there.

He punched a hunter coming at him and ducked when another tried to stab him. He
turned to face the second hunter, but Teddy was already there, exploding the hunter’s
hand with his ability. The man screamed and clutched his arm to his chest as he
stumbled back.

Hansen grimaced. “Was that really necessary?’

Teddy gave him an unimpressed look. “Would you have preferred getting stabbed?”
“It'smessy.”

“You're jealous you can’'t explode things.”

Hansen grinned. “1 am.”

Teddy smiled back, but it didn’'t last long. They both turned toward more hunters
coming. Hansen wondered if they were ever going to end.

He didn’t know what had happened, but the people in the facility they were in had
expected them to attack.

Maybe they’d heard about other labs the mutants had raided, or maybe they were
protecting something big they did here.

Either way, between the guards and the hunters, the mutants were in trouble.

It was a good thing they had tricks up their sleeves.

If they hadn’t been mutants, they would’ ve been defeated.



As it was, they were holding their own, and if Hansen wasn't mistaken, the tide was
turning in their favor.

It was just happening alittle too slowly for him to be comfortable with.

He grimaced when a hunter mummified in front of his eyes.

Davey used the water he'd stolen from the hunter’s body and wrapped it around a
guard’ s head, causing him to claw at hisface to try to breathe.

Hansen turned away.

He' d seen this scene several times before, and it was never easy to deal with.

It was necessary, but it didn’t mean he wanted to watch.

His ability wasn’t going to help him in this situation, and while he was doing a good
enough job in his human form, he’ d have an easier time if he shifted.

He didn’t usually shift on raids because it made communicating with the others more
complicated, but he felt that today was a good day to do so.

It would be easier for him to defend his fellow mutants and himself if he had claws
and fangs.

He kicked a hunter in the back of the knee as he walked past, headed for the corner of
the room.

He needed a few seconds to shift, and he didn’t want any of the hunters to attack him
while he did so.



Olganodded at him and punched a hunter.

Thankfully, the man didn't get back to his feet after he ssumped to the floor, so
Hansen had plenty of timeto let hislion out.

He didn’t bother taking his clothes off.

He was wearing one of the uniforms they wore on raids, so it wasn't like he’'d miss
them.

WEeéll, he probably would once he needed to shift back, but that could be easily dealt
with.

In the meantime, he’ d put his lion to work.

He roared as soon as he was shifted.

He saw afew of the hunters jump and grinned, pleased when one of them whimpered
and lost control of his bladder.

That one wasn’t going to last long.

Frankly, it was a small miracle that he was still here and hadn’t run away screaming
as soon as he' d seen the mutants.

Hansen snapped his teeth at the hunter, who screamed and turned to run.

Hansen disliked letting any of the hunters escape, but it would be better if he focused
on the ones till fighting.

He caught a guard by the calf and pulled him away from Elsa.



The man screamed as Hansen' s fangs sank into his flesh.

Hansen disliked the taste of blood, but it was still satisfying to know that he was
fighting hunters and avenging his mate.

There was no way to know if any of the hunters and the guards here had ever hurt
Evan, but Hansen had decided that they might as well have.

These people were al the same.

They sacrificed human lives for money and their own interests, and that was enough
for him to despise every single one of them.

Hansen lost count of how many hunters he dealt with.

He worked his way through the room, helping the other mutants who needed it.

He didn’t realize that meant he got separated from his group until he found himself
stepping into a side room.

The room was lined with cages, most of them occupied.

He desperately wanted to free the people inside, but he couldn’t do it now.

They needed to take care of the hunters before they could help anyone because
freeing them with so many hunters around would be dangerous.

Hansen forced himself to ignore the cries for help and turned to return to the main
room when his gaze stopped on a guard.

The man was standing in the middle of the hallway between the cages and pointing



his gun at Hansen.

He smelled like fear.

Hansen slowly faced the guard.

He was wearing a uniform, like the others, but he was sweating, and there was along
gash on his arm that had cut through his shirt.

He was bleeding, but he held the gun steadily.

Hansen was pretty sure that if he tried jumping the guy, he'd get shot, and if that
happened, Evan wouldn’t be happy.

He stayed as still as he could, wondering what he should do.

He couldn’t talk the guard down in this form, and while he wasn’t looking forward to
being naked as he tried to reason with man, it would be better than growling at him.

Hansen shifted back to his human form. He stood tall, not caring about his nakedness.
He noticed the guard’s eyes widen, and the man quickly looked over Hansen's
shoulder.

“What are you doing?’

the guard asked.

Hansen raised his hands. “I just want to talk to you.”

“There’ s nothing to talk about. Y ou’ re going to help me escape.”



“You could escape on your own right now. Everyone is busy fighting. They won't
notice you sneaking away.”

“I’m not going to risk it.”

The man waved his gun. “If | take you hostage, they’ll be forced to let me go.”

“Do you really think that’s the best idea?’

An explosion made both of them jump. From the sound of it, it hadn’'t been very big,
but it had been close. Hansen hoped that Teddy had caused it. He didn’t want to have
to deal with explosions not caused by their side. They never ended well for anyone,
not even the hunters.

Hansen moved toward the guard, only to find himself facing the gun again.

“Stop moving,”

the guard snapped.

“1’m not going to stop you from leaving,”

Hansen tried to reassure the guard. He knew how to deal with hunters, but guards
were always a little more complicated. He was sure that some of them had taken the
job without knowing what they’d have to deal with. They’d probably been horrified,
but they'd stayed. They’'d gotten paid to guard shifters and humans who were being
hurt by their bosses.

Something moved behind the guard, but he didn’t notice. Hansen did his best not to

look in the direction so he wouldn’'t draw the guard’ s attention. He sucked in a breath
when that something moved closer and revealed itself to be another guard. He was



wearing the same uniform and had a gun in his hand, too.

Shit. Hansen really wasin trouble.

Thefirst guard started to turn when he realized there was someone there with them.

Hansen didn’t know what to expect, but it wasn’t for the second guard to raise his
gun and hit the first guard in the face with it.

Someone in one of the cages whimpered, but Hansen kept his focus on the second
guard.

He was looking down at the first guard, who was unconscious on the floor.

The guard didn’t stay still for long, though.

He quickly put his gun away, then grabbed the first guard’s arms and dragged him
toward one of the cages.

He hesitated, but instead of opening the cage, he grabbed handcuffs from the guard's
belt and used them to tie the man to the cage.

He pulled on the handcuffs to be sure they wouldn’t open, then finally turned to face
Hansen.

“I think you should either shift back or find some clothes,” he said.

“I’ll shift back. Why did you do it?’

“Because the only reason I'm hereisto find my siblings.”



Hansen supposed that was as good a reason as any other.

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, YOU don’t know?’

Evan asked Matthew.

“Exactly what | said. | don’t know what’ s going on.”

“You just got acall that explained it to you.”

Matthew shook his head. “I got a call from Olga telling me that things had gone
sideways and that | needed to be ready to get picked up if they needed me.”

“Well? Are you ready to get picked up?’

“1 need to go to Moore' s house. That's where they’ll pick me up.”

“Let’sgo, then.”

Matthew was already shaking his head again. “Y ou can’t come with me.”

Evan had never threatened anyone seriously. Today, though, he put his hands on his
hips and glared at Matthew. “Y ou know that thing you told me to do with roots?’

“The one where | thought you could immobilize hunters by using your ability with
plants?’

“That one. Do you want me to useit on you?’

“1 know you want to help, but getting yourself hurt and putting yourself in danger
Isn’t going to do anything. Hansen is just going to be even more worried if he finds



out you're there.”

“1 need to do something.”

Evan understood that he'd be a liability if he went. He couldn’t fight, and he had no
idea how he'd react if he was forced to enter a lab again. That didn't mean he was
willing to stay at the bakery and stare at the wall while his mate was in danger.

“As long as that something isn't putting yourself in danger, | think we can
compromise.”

Evan wouldn’'t have taken no for an answer, but he was glad he wouldn’'t have to
fight Matthew. He quickly took his apron off and threw it onto the counter, only to
stop moving when he remembered that Orion didn’t know that something was wrong.
“We haveto tell Orion. Davey isin that lab, too.”

Matthew grimaced. “Olga and Moore are going to kick my ass when they find out
about this.”

“Dol look like | care?’

Evan snapped. He liked Matthew, but if he had to choose between him and Hansen,
he wouldn’t hesitate. He needed to know that Hansen was okay, and the only way to
do that was to stick with Matthew.

He glared at the man and hoped that Matthew wouldn’t take the opportunity to leave
while he talked to Orion. Even if he did, Evan would find him. He knew where
Matthew was going.

Evan burst into the back room, making Orion jump. He was working at one of the
long tables and turned to frown at Evan. There was a spot of flour on his cheek, and



his hands were dirty, but when he saw Evan’s expression, he grabbed atowel. “What
happened?’

“The raid went sideways.”

“‘Davey?’

Evan shook his head. “I don’'t know anything else, but Matthew is here, and he's
supposed to go to Moore's house in case they need to pick him up to help with the
fight. I’'m going with him.”

“1’m coming, too,”

Orion said, already reaching for the oven.

He and Evan quickly worked together to turn off everything that needed to be turned
off. Orion didn’t need to come back to a burned-out bakery.

It only took a handful of minutes, but Evan was relieved to see that Matthew was still
waiting for them when they walked through the door to the front of the shop. He was
on his phone, typing something, but he quickly put it away when he heard them.

“Comeon. | don’t want to waste time.”

Evan wasn't offended. He didn’t want to waste time, either.

They didn’t run through the streets of the village so they wouldn’t alarm anyone, but
it was a close thing. Evan wanted to scream at the people going about their day as if

nothing was happening. How could they not be worried about the people who' d saved
them?



He swallowed and told himself to stop being a dick. These people didn’t know what
was happening. They probably had no idea that the mutants were out on a raid.
They’ d been freed, and they deserved to live their lives without fear, which was what
they were doing.

The door of Moore's house flew open as soon as they reached it. Moore's mate,
Jolyn, waved at them to comein. “Rikar’s already here,”

he said as he led them through the house.

Evan had heard about Moore' s mate, but he'd never met him before. He looked like
he couldn’t hurt a fly, but his expression was fierce, as if he was ready to find his
mate and kick ass to save him. Evan felt the same, even though he and Hansen
weren't bonded yet.

They would be. After today, there was no way Evan would allow Hansen anywhere
without him if they weren’t bonded. He needed to know if Hansen was in trouble. He
needed to be able to feel that something was happening to his mate. If it hadn’'t been
for Matthew, he would still be at the bakery, working as if everything wasfine.

They walked out the back door in the kitchen. Evan had no idea where they were
going or what was happening, but he didn’'t care because Matthew seemed to be on
board with it.

As Jolyn had said, Rikar was aready there. He was pacing the space between the
backyard and the forest. He looked up when he heard them, nodded at Matthew, then
cocked his head as he watched Evan.

“You can't go with Matthew,”

he warned.



“| can do whatever | want,”

Evan snapped. He wouldn't et anyone keep him from his mate.

Orion grabbed Evan’ s shoulder and squeezed. “ Calm down.”

“How can | calm down? Hansen is in trouble, and | can’t do anything to help him.
What am | supposed to do? Get back to work? Stare at the sky and pray?’

“You need to breathe. Come on, Evan. Hansen wouldn’t want you to freak out,
especially when you don’t know what’s going on.”

“1I"'m freaking out because | don’t know what’s going on. If | knew what Hansen was
doing, | wouldn’t be.”

“I don’t know either,”

Rikar explained. “I got a call from Moore, so | know something's happened, but he
didn’t give me details. Matthew?’

“Olgacalled me. She said to be ready to get picked up, just in case.”

“People can’t shimmer in the village,”

Evan pointed out.

Rikar shook his head. “That’s not exactly true. There are designated spots, including
thisone.”

Evan frowned and looked around. He couldn’'t see anything different, but they
wouldn’t be here if Rikar was lying.



“We didn’t want the villagers to be alarmed at people shimmering in and out during
raids, so we designated afew spots in the village to be private shimmering areas,”

Rikar explained. “ This spot is one of those. Now, we just need to wait.”

Evan raked a hand through his hair. “How can we do that? We don’t know what’s
going on. We don’t know if someone was hurt. How do you expect me to wait until
someone comes back?’

“We don't have achoice,”

Orion murmured. “1 know how hard it is. It's not the first time Davey’s been on a
raid, and | have to stay back. They’ll be fine, though.”

Evan wrapped his arms around himself. “You can't know that. You can't know
anything for sure. Hansen could be hurt, or worse, and | wouldn’t know.”

“Davey isfinge”

Orion offered.

Davey and Orion were bonded, which meant that Orion could feel Davey. He'd be
panicking if something had happened to Davey, and strangely, knowing that did help

Evan relax.

But he couldn’t help but wonder about Hansen. If something happened to him, Evan
wouldn’t know. He wouldn’t be able to feel it. He' d still be here, waiting and hoping.

How was Evan supposed to deal with that knowledge?

He looked down at his feet. He'd been relieved to find out that his ability would be



useless to hurt people, but now, he wished things were different. He wanted to hurt
people. He wanted to hurt the hunters who were attacking his mate.

But the only thing he could do was wait.

HANSEN DIDN'T STRAY far from his new friend, the guard. He had no idea why
the man was helping him and the other mutants beyond what the guard had said, but
he didn’t trust him. Maybe the guard was here to find his siblings, but Hansen had no
way of knowing who these siblings were and why they could be there.

He' d assumed they’d be in a cage, but he might be wrong. Maybe this guy’s siblings
were doctors. Maybe they worked in this facility. Maybe the guard was lying.
Whatever was happening, Hansen would make sure the man didn’t hurt anyone.

“Thiswould be easier if we could talk,”

the guard said as he stepped over afallen hunter. He' d taken his gun out again, but he
hadn’t used it yet.

He showed the guard his teeth. He wasn't trying to be intimidating—okay, maybe he
was trying to be a hit intimidating—but he wanted the guard to know he was
listening.

The man didn’t look impressed. “Y eah, | can do that, too.”

He grinned at Hansen. It wasn't anice smile. “But | get it. You don't trust me. I'm a
shifter, too, just so you know.”

Hansen pressed his nose against the man’sleg, only for the man to push him away.

“I’m wearing one of those sprays, just in case. | didn’t want anyone to redlize | was a



shifter. Y ou know what they do to usin this place.”

Hansen did, so he understood why the man would have used one of those sprays, but
he still had dozens of questions. He couldn’t ask them in this form, but he would as
soon as the fight was over.

Hansen noticed Olga fighting with two hunters. When she punched one of them so
hard that he stumbled back and hit Hansen's side, Hansen twisted his upper body and
grabbed the man’'s wrist. The man screamed, so Hansen gave him a good shake.
Blood spurted in his mouth, so as soon as he dropped the hunter’ s wrist, he spluttered
and rubbed his muzzle with his paw.

“Aren’t you wishing that you could shoot them instead of biting them?’

the guard asked as he raised his gun. Hansen glared at him. The guard didn’t seem
intimidated because he grinned and added, “1’ m Franklin.”

Hansen hadn’'t expected to get a name, and he couldn’t give one back, so he just
blinked. Franklin rolled his eyes and turned. Hansen watched as he shot one of the
hunters who had been fighting Davey.

Impressive.

As much as Hansen wanted to focus on Franklin, he couldn’t. Hetried to stay as close
to the man as he could as they fought, but he lost sight of him a few times. He half
expected Franklin to be gone by the time the last hunter fell to the floor, screaming,
but the man was still there.

It was as if everyone still standing in the room turned to Franklin. He quickly raised
his hands and dropped his gun, kicking it away so he couldn’t pick it up again.



“1 know you can't smell it, but I’'m a shifter. I'm here because I’'m looking for my
siblings.”

Hansen hoped he wasn’t lying because if he was, it wouldn’t end well for him.
Hansen shifted back. No one said anything about his state of nudity, and while he
didn’t care, he also didn't want to drag unconscious hunters around with his dick
flopping around. He crouched next to one of the doctors, who was watching him with
wide eyes, and forced the man to give up his white coat. He dlid it on, closing all the
buttons before looking down at himself to make sure everything important was
covered.

“You have nice legs,”

Franklin said.

Hansen glared at him again. “And you have a big mouth that you can’t seem to keep
closed.”

“My mother always said that.”

“Shewasright.”

Franklin's expression turned wistful. “ She was, wasn’t she?’

From the way he was talking about her, it was clear that she wasn't in his life
anymore. Hansen wanted to ask if she'd died or if something had happened to her,

but it was none of his business.

“Hansen?”’



M oore asked as he stepped between the fallen hunters.

Right. Hansen was chatting with a guard. Everyone was staring at him because they
didn’t understand what was happening.

“Thisis Franklin. He says he’' s a shifter and that he's here to find his siblings.”

Moore looked Franklin up and down. “Do we believe him?’

“1 don’t know. He took out a guard who was threatening me with a gun and wanted to
take me hostage, and he helped me take down a few more hunters, so | guess|’'d give
him the benefit of the doubt.”

“Does that mean | can go?’

Franklin asked.

Moore arched a brow. “ So eager to get away from us.”

“Because neither of my siblingsisin the cages| found.”

“You could probably use some help to find them. Why don’t you stick around for a
bit?’

Franklin looked like he wanted to argue, but he glanced around the room and seemed
to think better of it. If he was lying, it wouldn't do him any good to try and run.
Considering the dozens of people standing there, poking at fallen hunters and
dragging them into piles, he could probably tell how that would end. And if he was
telling the truth, he’ d want more people to help him find his siblings.

The only option he had wasto stay.



“Any survivors?’

Moore asked as he turned his attention to the rest of the room.

Hansen leaned against the wall and watched. Most of the hunters were dead, which
hopefully meant the other hunters would stop supplying the labs with people for a
while. Hansen had no idea how many hunters were out there, but from the little he'd
learned from Orion, he knew they weren't as organized as they seemed from the
outside. Hansen hoped that what had happened today had given their organization a
massive blow.

And not only because they’d tried to kill him.

“You're not going to help?’

Franklin said as he leaned next to Hansen.

“l can't.”

“I’m not going to run if that’s what you're afraid of.”

Hansen eyed him. “How am | supposed to trust you? You don't smell like a shifter,
and you’'re wearing a guard’' s uniform. As far as | know, you lied to me to save your

Franklin nodded. He didn’t look offended by what Hansen had just said. “Y ou’re not
wrong.”

“1 know I’m not. I’m going to keep an eye on you, Franklin.”

“I’m not planning on sticking around.”



“Whatever you were planning, it’s going to have to change. There’s no way Moore's
gonnalet you leave.”

Franklin opened his mouth, possibly to argue, but Moore beat him to it. “Hansen’s
right. I’m not letting you go.”

“1 already told you that | was here to find my siblings.”

“It could be alie.”

“Or maybe your siblings are doctors,”

Hansen offered.

“They’re not doctors,”

Franklin snapped. “They were taken, and | know they’re in one of the labs. | need to
find them.”

“If you'retelling the truth, we'll help you,”

Moore offered. “It’skind of our specialty. If you're lying, though, you're in trouble.”

Franklin shook hishead. “I’m not lying. | never wanted to hurt anyone.”

“Y et you shot several people today.”

“Hunters. | shot hunters.”

The way Franklin spat out the last word told Hansen everything he needed to know
about how Franklin felt.



He believed the guy.

He wasn’'t sure what would come out of it, but it was clear that Franklin despised the
hunters and probably wanted all of them dead.

It made sense if he was telling the truth and his siblings had been taken by hunters. Of
course he'd want al hunters dead. Hansen did, too, with only afew exceptions.

“Hansen, shimmer back to the village,”

Moore said, turning his attention back to Hansen. “You need clothes. | want you to
take the wounded with you, along with Franklin.”

“What village?’

Franklin asked.

“The village where we live. I'd like to talk to you about your siblings and what you
were doing here today, if that’s okay with you.”

Franklin hesitated. “1 bet that if | say it’s not, you won't be happy.”

Moore smirked. “Our village has a small jail. You can choose between ending up
behind bars and talking to me.”

Franklin sighed. “Fine. I'll talk to you.”

“Good. Now help Hansen.”

Teddy, Elsa, and Leon were working on the worst of the wounded. As soon as they
were stable, Elsa and Teddy would start shimmering them back to the village, and it



looked like Franklin and Hansen would go along for the ride.

Hansen turned to Franklin. “It won't be long.”

“I"'m fine waiting. My siblings aren’t here, anyway,”

Franklin answered.

Hansen could only imagine what the man was going through. If he'd really lost his
siblings to the labs, he had to be in hell. It sounded like he'd been looking for them

for awhile and had probably visited several labs.

He still hadn’t found them.
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EVAN WAS GOING NUTS. He should be out there, helping his mate. He should be
able to feel what Hansen was going through. At the very least, he should be trying to
find away to get to Hansen.

He stopped pacing for a moment to glare at Rikar, who seemed amused but didn’t
move from his spot where he was leaning against the railing of the porch steps. He
already knew what Evan wanted, but he wasn’'t going to give it to him. Evan had tried
to convince him, had even begged, yet here they were.

“l need to get to Hansen,”

Evan tried again. “What if it was your mate?’

“1t was, once. Now that we have a daughter, Hayes doesn’'t go on raids anymore, but
he used to.”

“S0 you understand why | haveto go.”

“1 understand why this is difficult for you, but | would never have dreamed of going
on araid with Hayes.”

“Then you're abad mate,”

Evan snapped. He sucked in a breath and rubbed his eyes. “I’'m sorry. | didn't mean
that.”

It wouldn’t do him any good to make an enemy out of the leader of the tribe he lived



with.

Rikar pushed away from the stairs to grab Evan’s shoulder. “It’s fine. You don’t have
to worry about me kicking you out just because you disagree with me.”

Evan sucked in a breath, then another. He glanced at Orion, who was sitting on the
porch steps and bouncing his knee. He stared straight ahead as if Davey were about to

appear in the middle of the yard.

Maybe he was. That was what they were waiting for, even though so far, nothing had
happened.

Evan turned to Matthew, who was still on his phone. “ Any news?’

“No. | haven't heard anything else from Olga. At this point, | don’t think they’'re
picking me up.”

“Which means they don’t need you.”

Matthew slowly nodded. “In theory.”

“What do you mean, in theory?’

“Well, they might have managed to win the fight without my help, which is what |
hope happened, but maybe all of them are incapacitated and can’t come.”

Evan heard Orion mutter, “Was that really necessary?’

That was it. It was all Evan could take.

Something in him snapped. For a moment, he didn’t understand what it was. He was



angry and terrified, and he needed Hansen. Someone made a strangled noise, and
Evan saw that roots had shot out of the earth and grabbed Rikar’ s legs.

Rikar didn’t seem to be worried. He poked at one of the roots that was inching toward
his upper body as if it were the most interesting thing he'd ever seen. The root
wiggled, ailmost like a happy dog.

“You’re the one doing this?’

Rikar asked, looking at Evan.

“Heis, and he needsto stop,”

Matthew said. “Breathe, Evan.”

“1 don’t know what’ s happening,”

Evan complained. “I’'m not doing it on purpose. It's never happened before, and |
don’t know how to stop it.”

“It’ s the same thing that you did at the bakery. Y our ability is coming out.”

Evan understood that, but between everything, he wasn't sure he could get it under
control. The problem was that he had to find a way because the roots were crawling
up Rikar's body. Several had twined around his arms, and if Evan wasn't mistaken,
they were trying to immobilize him. When one touched Rikar’ s throat, Evan squeezed
his eyes shut. “No,”

he told himself. “I’m not going to hurt anyone with this ability. | don’'t care what it is
or how it works.”



He tried to keep himself under control, but it felt like going down a slippery road. It
was like water in his hands. No matter how hard he tried to keep it—whatever it
was—there, he couldn’t. It was necessary, but he was unable to stop.

Orion grabbed Evan’ s shoulders, causing him to open his eyes. “Breathe,”

he ordered.

Evan nodded and tried to do just that. He sucked in a breath, then another. It became
easier to breathe, but as soon as he turned toward Rikar, he started panicking again.
The roots were extending. Rikar still didn't look alarmed, which Evan didn’t
understand, but it was good that at least one person wasn't panicking.

“Thisiswhy we told you it would be a bad ideafor you to go find Hansen,”

Matthew said. “Y ou don’t have control over yourself or your ability.”

“You’'re not helping,”

Orion told him.

“1 don’'t think anything is going to help. This is something that Evan has to do by
himself.”

“And he's not going to be able to do it if you berate him.”

“1’m not berating him. I’m just pointing out the obvious.”

Evan was going to yell at them as soon as this mess was over. Was now really the
timeto bicker?



“You're doing agood job, Evan,”

Rikar said in acam voice. “I don't know what it’s like to have your ability, but if it's
anything like Hayes' s ability to fly, freaking out is the last thing you want to do.”

“Hayes can fly?”’

“It's how we met. He crashed through my roof.”

Evan laughed. He' d seen Hayes around, and he seemed like a nice guy. They hadn’t
talked, but Evan knew that Hayes was close to a lot of the mutants. He'd thought
Hayes had gone on the raid, but after what Rikar had said, he suspected that Hayes
was at home with their daughter.

As he should be. If Rikar and Hayes had a daughter, it made sense that Hayes hadn’t
gone on the raid. Evan wished the same could be said for Hansen. Instead, his mate
was in danger, and Evan didn’t know what was happening to him.

“You'relosing focus again,”

Orion said, his voice snapping Evan out of his thoughts. “Come on, Evan. | know you
candoit.”

“I don’t even know if | can doit,”
Evan said, glancing at Rikar only to find that he was encased in roots up to his neck.
Branches from the closest tree were also reaching for him, almost asif they wanted to

pull him into the woods. It reminded Evan of afantasy movie. It was creepy.

He was creepy. When he’'d heard about the mutants having abilities, he'd hoped he
wouldn’t get one. He'd known there was a good chance that he would, though, and



when he'd realized that it had to do with plants, he'd been relieved. He couldn’t hurt
anyone with plants, right?

Wrong.

“What the hell is going on here?’

Evan snapped his face in the direction from which the voice had come. His eyes
widened at the sight of Hansen standing there, wearing a doctor’s white coat that left
his legs and feet bare. He was standing next to Teddy, whose brows had shot up his
forehead, and a bunch of other people who' d seen better days.

They weren’t who Evan focused on. He should probably feel guilty about that since
they were clearly hurt, while Hansen didn’t seem to be, but all of his thoughts were
on his mate.

Hansen was home. He was there, in front of Evan, whole and seemingly healthy.

Their bond sang between them as Evan took a step forward. Orion quickly stepped
asideto let him pass, and as soon as he was free of interference, Evan ran forward.

Hansen smiled and opened his arms. Evan wished he could say that it was like a
scene in amovie in which he threw himself into his mate’ s arms, and they kissed and
promised each other they would never be apart again. Instead, he tripped and almost
fell on hisface.

Luckily for him, Hansen wasn’'t far. He lunged forward and grabbed Evan's arm,
pulling him forward. He looked at Evan with a frown, but Evan didn’t give him time
to ask if he was okay. He wrapped his arms around Hansen's neck and squeezed
tightly, making Hansen squeak.



“Evan?’

Hansen asked as he hugged Evan’ s walist.

“You were in danger, and | didn’t know. Y ou could’ve died, and | would've had no
clue. I would have gone ahead with my life until someone came to find me and tell
me something happened to you.”

“I'mfine,”

Hansen promised.

Evan tilted his head up to glare at him. “This time. What about the next time there are
more hunters than you expected? What about when one of the people in the cages

attacks you, or when the guards fight back?’

“1 understand why you’ re scared, but the only solution I can think of isfor me to stop
going on raids, and I’m not sure I’ m ready to do that.”

“Or we could bond. If we did, | would feel you. | would know if you were okay.”
And Evan couldn’t think of a better reason to bond with his mate. He already knew
he loved Hansen. He didn’t need a bond to be sure of that. No, he needed the bond to

be sure that Hansen was okay.

HANSEN HAD NO IDEA what was happening beyond the fact that Evan was
freaking out.

“Y ou want us to bond?’ he asked.

Evan clung more tightly to Hansen. “Y es. We can do it right now.”



Hansen cupped the back of Evan’'s head with a hand. “There's no need for that. I'm
fine, and I’'m not going anywhere.”

“Are you saying you don’t want to bond with me?’

“I’'m saying | don’t want to bond with you herein front of all these people.”

Evan stared for a moment longer before nodding. Hansen expected him to step away,
but instead, he buried his face against Hansen’ s chest.

Hansen hadn’t expected Evan to be here when he arrived. He shouldn’t have been.
Evan wasn’'t supposed to know that something had happened during the raid. He was
supposed to be at the bakery, helping Orion and selling pastries.

Instead, both he and Orion were here. In fact, Orion had been standing in front of
Evan when Hansen had arrived, his hands raised as if he was trying to control him. It
didn’t make sense.

What made even less sense was whatever was happening with Rikar.

He was standing there, looking entirely at ease, even though his body was encased in
what looked like roots. Hansen knew what he was seeing, but part of him wondered if
he was dreaming. Maybe he' d been hit upside the head during the raid?

He held Evan close as he stared. Those were definitely roots. They came from the
ground and wrapped around Rikar’s legs and body up to his neck. If Hansen wasn'’t
mistaken, though, the roots were dlithering back into the ground. They were slow-
moving, but they were moving, and soon enough, Rikar’s shoulders and upper chest
were free.

“What the hell happened here?’



Hansen asked.

“Y our mate happened,”

Matthew answered. “What about the raid? Olga called me, but no one came to pick
me up. Unless that’s why you're here?’

Hansen shook his head.

He tried stepping away from Evan, but Evan clung to him harder.

Hansen didn’t have it in him to make his mate cry or worry more than he already was,
so he decided they could continue hugging as he explained.

“Things weren't great for a while, but we managed. We're starting to shimmer back
the people who need medical attention.”

“Thank God,”

Matthew said, his shouldersrelaxed. “I’'ll call the healers.”

“Yeah, you probably should. These are the worst ones, but there will be more people
coming. We also have a bunch of huntersto stick in jail.”

“I'll call Olga or Moore and see what they want me to do.”

13 Da\/w?,

Orion asked, looking like he might start crying if Hansen had bad news for him.

“The last time | saw him, he was poking at one of the doctors from the facility. He's



fine.”

Orion’s shoulders slumped. “Thank you.”

“1 didn’'t do anything. He kept himself safe.”

“Thank you for telling me. | can feel he'sall right, but I’'m not used to any of this.”

Orion could feel that Davey was fine because they’ d bonded.

Evan, on the other hand, had no idea how Hansen was because the bond between
them wasn’'t compl ete yet.

That was why he’ d mentioned bonding as soon as Hansen had arrived.

It was why he’'d wanted to do it right away. He was afraid he'd lose Hansen and
wouldn’t know that something had happened to him.

Hansen's heart broke a hit.

He never wanted his mate to worry, but considering what he did for aliving, it would
happen.

Hell, Evan would probably worry about him even if he went to the grocery store.

He' d lost so much in hislife, and while Hansen thought that he was strong enough to
survive losing alot more, he didn’t want his mate to have to go through anything else.

He wanted to give Evan everything he could want, including the bond between them.

“Davey was great, like always,”



Hansen reassured Orion. “l saw him drown at least one hunter.”

Orion blinked as if he didn’t know what to make of that. Hansen wasn’t sure what to
make of it, either. It never got any less welird.

“$0, is anyone going to tell me what’s up with Rikar?’ he asked.

The roots had finally retreated back into the ground.

Rikar was stretching his arms and poking at the ground with his toes,

Maybe he was trying to get the roots to come out again.

Hansen didn’t understand why anyone would want that, but Rikar had always been a
little strange.

“That would be me,”

Evan muttered before finally leaning away. He didn’'t let go of Hansen, though. He
clung to him like a barnacle, and Hansen was pretty sure that if he could get away
with it, Evan would climb into hisarms.

“You?

Hansen asked because he didn’t understand.

“1 figured out what my ability is.”

It took Hansen a moment to understand what Evan was saying. “Roots?’

Evan waved his hand. “Plants in general. Just ask the potted plant at the bakery. The



placeis going to become ajungleif I’'m allowed to touch it.”

Evan’s voice was light, even though there was a hint of nervousness in histone.

Hansen knew how afraid Evan had been that his ability would hurt people, so he was
glad to find out that wouldn’t be the case.

Sure, Evan could still hurt someone while controlling plants, but it would be much
easier to deal with than Teddy’ s ability, for example.

Evan would’ ve been crushed if he' d been able to make people explode.

Hansen kissed Evan’s cheek. “Plants, huh?’

“l guess. It could’ ve been worse.”

“So you're fine with it?’

Evan grimaced. “I wouldn't say that. | can only accept it, right? There's no way for
me to turn off this ability. Trust me. | tried.”

Hansen never wanted Evan to feel like he was wrong or like he should do something
different.

He' d had no say in this new ability or in the way it was forced into him.

None of them had.

The only thing all of the mutants could do was accept what had been done to them
and that they were different now.



It was easier for some and harder for others, but in the end, whatever had been done
to them in those labs had made them the people they were today.

Hansen couldn’t regret what had been done to him because if he didn’'t have the
ability to cloak himself, he wouldn’t be raiding labs and saving people.

Evan wouldn’'t be the person he was now if he hadn’t gone through everything he'd
gone through.

Hansen wished he hadn’t, but there was no changing the past.

He was happy to have Evan in any way he could get him.

He hoped that Evan would be able to accept his ability.

Whether or not he could, Hansen would be there, helping him to control it and maybe
even useit.

He pressed hislipsagainst Evan’'s. “You'll befine. I'll help.”

Matthew cleared his throat. “That’'s great and al, but maybe you could help us get
these people to the healers?’

Evan squeezed Hansen harder and glared over Hansen’ s shoulder at Matthew. “Can’t
you do that? Hansen needs to find some clothes. I'm not letting him run around half-
naked.”

Matthew barked out alaugh. “What if he wants to run around half-naked?’

“1 don’t want to, so Evan’sright. | need clothes before | can help you with anything.”



Hansen turned. “Have you called Olga or Moore?’

Matthew nodded as he helped one of the mutants to her feet. “They don’t need us
back at the facility. They’ll take care of gathering everyone who needs to be brought
here and of the facility onceit’s empty.”

They would set it on fire. It was what they always did because that way, no one could

use anything inside the building again. It wouldn’t stop the people setting up in the
labs, but hopefully, it would slow them down.

“What can | do?’

Franklin asked.

Hansen turned to tell him that he had no idea because Moore hadn’t ordered him to
do anything about Franklin, but before he could open his mouth, roots shot out of the
ground and wrapped around the man.

When Rikar had been wrapped up in the roots, he’'d looked amused and interested.

Now that it was Franklin’s turn, the man appeared alarmed and scared. Hansen didn’t
blame him. Even though he knew that Evan was doing this, he was a little scared, too.

EVAN COULDN’'T brEATHE. What was this man doing here? How had he survived
the raid? He wasn’t tied up. He wasn’'t even wounded. He was walking around as if
his presence here was normal, wearing a guard’ s uniform.

“Evan?’

Hansen asked.

His tone made it obvious that he was afraid Evan would snap. Evan couldn’t blame



him because it felt like he already had. He didn’t have any control over the roots that
were winding their way around the guard’'s body. He just wanted the man to
disappear, and apparently, the roots were already working on it.

Things got even more alarming when the ground under the guard started splitting.
Evan was pretty sure that if he didn’t stop, the ground would swallow the guard
whole.

Wouldn't that be a sight?

“Evan?’

Hansen tried again.

Evan blinked. “He' sa guard.”

“l know. He wouldn’t be here if we weren't sure he wouldn’t hurt anyone. Moore
agreed to his presence at the village. In fact, he demanded it.”

Evan dtill didn’t understand. “He’'s a guard. He was at one of the facilities where |
was kept at. | saw him.”

Hansen frowned and looked at the guard. “Is that true?’

The guard's eyes were wide, and he was trying to push away the roots, but they
weren't leaving. They couldn’t because Evan was controlling them.

“|1 aready told you that | was looking for my siblings. | worked at severa facilities. |
don’t know you, man. I’ ve seen hundreds of people in cages.”

“And you did nothing to free any of them?’



Evan asked.

“1 couldn’t. If | had, they would have known it was me, and | would’'ve had to stop
looking for my brother and my sister. Please. Y ou know what happens in those labs.
Y ou were there, too. You know what they’re doing to my siblings and why | have to

find them.”

Could Evan believe this man? He' d been a guard, but he hadn’'t been one of the bad
ones. He hadn’t helped Evan escape, but he also hadn’t hurt him.

Normally, Evan wouldn’t forgive the man. He was saying that he’ d been looking for
his siblings, though, and if they were in one of the facilities, Evan knew precisely
what they were going through. He couldn’t blame this man for doing everything he
could for hisfamily.

He still wanted to hurt him.

A hand squeezed Evan’s shoulder hard. “Please,”

Hansen said. “Franklin saved my life. One of the hunters was going to take me as a
hostage, but Franklin knocked him out.”

That was the only thing that could convince Evan to let go. The problem was that he
didn’t know how to do it. “I can’'t control it.”

“What do you mean, you can’t control it?’

Franklin asked as a root wrapped around his throat.

Evan squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep breath. “This is what happens in those
labs. They turn you into something you don’'t recognize and don’t know how to



control.”

“I"'m sorry that happened to you, but my brother and my sister need me. Please don't
kill me.”

Lips suddenly landed on Evans, shocking him. He didn't have to open his eyes to
know who was kissing him. He could fedl it in the bond that vibrated between him
and Hansen. The bond wanted more, as did Evan.

“Is this going to keep happening?’

Matthew asked.

Evan blinked and |eaned away from Hansen. He wasn't surprised to see that Franklin
was free. He also wasn't surprised when Franklin took a step away from him when he
saw that Evan was watching him.

“l don’t know,”

he told Matthew. “I really didn’t mean any of this.”

“He' s going to haveto learn control,”

Rikar said. “And maybe try not to get angry. It’s clear that this ability is reactive to
your feelings. You were angry at me because | wouldn’t let you go after Hansen, and
at Franklin because you thought he was here to hurt you and the people you care
about.”

It was true. It seemed like Evan’s ability got out of control when Evan himself did. It

wasn't the same as it had been at the bakery when he' d touched the potted plant. That
plant had grown out of his control, too, but not like this. He hadn’t been afraid that



the plant would hurt someone.

He was afraid that the roots would, that he would since he was the one controlling
them.

“I"m a shifter,”

Franklin explained.

He was keeping some distance between himself and Evan, but Evan didn’t think it
mattered. If his ability wanted Franklin, it could reach him.

“Or so you say,”

Hansen said.

Franklin narrowed his eyes at him. “1 am a shifter, and you’ll realize that as soon as
the spray fades or you let me shower. | worked as a guard in the facilities to find my
siblings. They were kidnapped, and my mother was killed. I’ ve been looking for them
since then.”

Evan wasn’t a hundred percent sure he believed Franklin, but if Franklin was telling
the truth, Evan felt sorry for him. “What are their names?’

“Leah and Garrett. They’re twins.”

Evan chewed on his lower lip as he tried to remember if he'd ever talked to a Leah or
a Garrett. Initially, he'd talked to as many people as he could in the cages, hoping to
find solidarity and help. He' d realized soon enough that most of the people who were
locked up had lost hope. It wasn’t that they didn’t care what was done to them. It was
that they didn’t think they could ever escape the labs and had lost the will to try.



Evan never had. Evan had aways known that Davey was out there, looking for him.
Maybe that was what had made the difference. Davey knew what he was looking for.
He knew about the labs and how dangerous they were. The other prisoners hadn’'t had
that. Their families might have been looking for them, but they wouldn’t know where
to start. Davey had.

And clearly, so had Franklin. Evan had questions, and he wanted answers. “How did
you know they werein alab?’ he asked.

Franklin eyed him. “Isthisatest?’

“Consider it one. If you fail it, my roots might not take it well.”

Franklin looked scared, which wasn’'t something Evan was used to. People weren’t
scared of him. They found him cute and sometimes adorable, but not scary. Even
when he' d threatened some of the doctors and the guards, no one had been scared of
him.

Until Franklin.

Evan wiggled his fingers. Maybe he didn’t hate this new ability, after all. He'd have
to learn to live with it. He might as well enjoy it, right?

“Maybe stop trying to scare him,”

Hansen murmured.

Evan was relieved that his mate hadn’t gone far. As soon as he was done getting
answers out of Franklin, he'd dragged Hansen home and not to get clothes. No, he

had every intention of getting Hansen out of the clothing he was wearing. Hansen
looked good in a doctor’s white coat, but he'd look even better naked, especialy if



Evan was allowed to add a bonding mark to his neck.

“1I"m not going to hurt you,”

he told Franklin, even though he wasn’'t sure he' d be able to control it.

Franklin didn’t look convinced, but he nodded anyway. “It took me a long time. At
first, | focused on my mother. She survived long enough to tell me that someone had
taken my siblings, but she couldn’t give me any details. | went back to the scene
where the car had crashed and got my hands on the incident report. It snowballed
from there. | found out about the labs through the hunters.”

“The hunters caused the crash,”

Hansen said.

It wasn't aquestion. They all knew that was how hunters operated.

“They did. | followed them and attempted to infiltrate their ranks, but it was
impossible. | still wanted to find Leah and Garrett, though, so | did the next best thing
and focused on the labs. I've been working in as many labs as | could find since |
started this.”

And he still hadn’t found his siblings.

Evan’s heart bled for this man.

He wished he could do more, but at the same time, there was nothing anyone could
do.

Leah and Garrett were lost in the labs. The only way for Franklin to find them was to



be incredibly lucky, and so far, he hadn’t been.

HANSEN WAS RELIEVED when Evan’sroots let go of Franklin.

He didn’t know the guy, but from the little he’ d seen of him, he didn’t deserve to get
skewered by aroot, especially by accident.

Hansen doubted that Evan had a good grasp of his ability yet—he hadn’t even known
he had it when Hansen had |eft for the raid a few hours ago.

Hansen knew how nervous and anxious Evan had been about having an ability that
could potentially hurt people, so he was glad that it wasn’'t anything as dramatic as
Teddy’ s ability to explode things—and people.

Evan would have to work on his control and his emotions, but Hansen knew he could
do it.

He wasn’'t worried.

Much.

“Thank you, Evan,”

Rikar said.

Hansen blinked at him. He'd been so focused on making sure that Evan didn’'t do
something he shouldn’t that he hadn’t seen the leader coming closer. Rikar had taken
control of the scene when Hansen and the others had arrived, and the wounded were
already being taken to the healers, so Hansen wouldn’t have to worry about them. He
only had to worry about Evan and finding some clothes to cover himself. He really
needed to remember not to shift on raids.



Evan grimaced. “Y eah, sorry about this and what happened earlier.”

“Y ou have nothing to apologize for.”

“1 wrapped you up in roots.”

“You were emotional and had never used your ability before. | don’t hold it against
you, and | don’t think you should hold it against yourself, either. Now, why don’t you
take Hansen home? As much as | appreciate the sight of a nice pair of legs, he should
probably get dressed. | don’t know how many people Moore is bringing back, but we
might need his help.”

“When do you need us back?’

There was something in Evan’s expression that told Hansen that he was planning
something.

Hansen wasn’'t sure what it was, but he was slightly worried.

Evan was settling into his new life, and it showed.

He was more open with people and didn’'t hesitate to do or say things as much as he
had before, and Hansen felt humbled that he was allowed to see it and to be part of

Evan'slife.

Still, the way Evan kept glancing at him was slightly worrying, especially when Evan
took Hansen' s hand and dragged him away.

Hansen heard Matthew laugh, so he flipped him the bird without looking back.

Matthew laughed harder, but Hansen was focused on Evan, who clearly had



something on his mind.

He didn’t let anything or anyone stop him as they made their way to Hansen’'s house,
and he didn’t hesitate to push open the door when they reached it.

Evan had been staying with Hansen more often than not these days.

It was good for their relationship and for the one between Davey and Orion, and
Hansen hoped it would soon become a permanent move.

113 Okay’ll

Evan said as he stopped in the middle of the small entrance and turned to face
Hansen. “I thought we' d have more time, but Rikar made it sound like Moore will
expect you to be there when he comes back, so we'll have to be quick.”

He whipped off hist-shirt, and Hansen stared.

It was far from the first time he saw Evan without his shirt on—or without anything
on. As always, his cock reacted to the sight, even though he still had no idea what
Evan was talking about. He stood there, half-naked, and Hansen’'s brain had short-
circuited.

“Hansen?”

Hansen cleared his throat to give himsalf amoment. “I’m not sure what you're asking
for.”

“We need to bond.”

That wasn’'t what Hansen had expected, although, to be fair, he hadn’t actually known



what he should expect. “What?’

he croaked.

“I’m not going through this again. |—I didn’t know what was happening to you. |
realize that even if | had, | wouldn’'t have been able to do anything about it, but at
least | would’ve known, and you would’ ve been able to feel me, too. | need that,
Hansen. I'm not letting you out of my sight again until we're bonded. | can’t.”

Hansen understood where Evan was coming from. He also didn’t think they were
rushing. They were pretty much living together, and fulfilling the bond between them
would only solidify their relationship. He wanted it as much as Evan did, and he
didn’t even care that Evan wanted to bond so he could be sure that Hansen would be

okay.

He never seemed to be able to say no to his mate, and this request wasn't any
different. “Okay.”

Evan stared at him for a moment. “Y eah?”

“Yeah. You want to bond, and I'm okay with that.”

“Are you okay with it, or do you want the same? Because | won't force you into
something you’ re not ready for.”

Hansen smiled. He didn’t believe that Evan would force him into anything, even
though it had sounded like he might earlier. Evan knew what he wanted, and what he

wanted was to bond with Hansen.

“1I"m sure, athough | probably should shower first.”



Evan smiled slowly. “Or we could shower together, you know, to avoid wasting
water.”

Hansen laughed and pulled Evan into his arms. “Wasting water?’

“I’m thinking of the environment.”

Hansen doubted that Evan was actually thinking of the environment with this
suggestion, but it didn’t matter. He was fine showering with his mate. In fact, he'd be
more than happy to do so. “Let’s go shower.”

He didn’'t have to say it twice. Evan stepped away from him and grabbed his hand,
then dragged him toward the stairs. Hansen laughed again. He was happy, so much so
that sometimes, it was hard to believe. This was what he’'d wanted when he'd been
desperate to meet his mate. He hadn’t known it would be Evan, but he’d known they
would make each other happy, and he hoped that he and Evan would have the
opportunity to do so for years to come.

Evan aimost fell on his face as he rushed up the stairs. He was excited, and Hansen
was happy to see it. They weren’'t only bonding because Evan needed reassurance
when Hansen was working. They were doing it because Evan wanted it. They both
did.

“Why alab coat?’

Evan asked as they walked into the bathroom off the bedroom they shared.

“It was the easiest thing to take off one of the docs and put on. | wouldn’t have been
comfortable leaving someone naked because | needed pants.”

Hansen stuck aleg forward. “Why? You don't like it?’



“1 love it, adthough | wish people would stop staring at your legs. Rikar wasn't lying
when he said they were nice.”

“And they’re al yours.”

Evan raised his chin. “Damn right, they are.”

He reached for the lab coat and started unbuttoning it. Hansen batted his hands away
and took over since that was all he was wearing, while Evan still had to get rid of the
rest of his clothes,

As soon as Hansen was naked, he turned on the water. He dragged Evan into the
shower, but when Evan pressed against him, he pushed him away. “Let me clean up. |
don’t want to bond with you while stinking of sweat.”

Evan groaned. “| don’t care what you smell like. | just want your fangs in my neck.”
A shiver ran up Hansen'’s back. “1 wish we had more time.”

“Do you think Moore’ s going to look for you if you' re not there when he arrives?’

“Probably. With the number of hunters present at the lab, Moore’'s going to need all-
hands-on-deck.”

Evan reached for the soap. “Fine. Let’s get this party on the road.”
Maybe Hansen should care that this wasn’'t a romantic moment filled with candles
and roses. He didn’'t. At the end of the day, the result would be the same—he and

Evan would be bonded.

That was why he didn’t hesitate when Evan tilted his head sideways after washing



him up as quickly as he could. He buried his face against Evan’s neck and inhaled his
mate’ s scent.

He' d always thought it was cliché, but it really felt like coming home. Something in
him settled, and he knew that no matter what happened in the future, he would always
have this. Evan would always be by his side, to support him and comfort him, to help
him whenever he needed help, to hold him when he was sad, and he would do the
same for Evan.

A jolt of pain pulled him out of his thoughts. Clearly, Evan was losing his patience
because he'd just bitten Hansen. He wasn't wrong. They didn't have much time,
which meant that Hansen needed to get to work, too.

He sank his fangs into Evan’s neck. Evan whimpered and pressed close, and Hansen
wasn't surprised to feel that he was hard. He cupped his hands around Evan’s ass and
hauled him up. Evan never leaned back from Hansen’s neck. He continued sucking at
the wound he' d created even as Hansen pressed him against the shower wall.

Evan’'s blood dlid smoothly down Hansen's throat as they rutted against each other.
Evan clung to Hansen as if he never wanted to let him go, and Hansen hoped he
wouldn’t. He needed his mate to never let go.

Hansen heard a phone ringing in the distance, but he didn’t pay it much attention. He
could feel the bond between him and Evan linking them fully together. He could feel
Evan’s pleasure and the love he felt for Hansen.

They came at the same time when their bond snapped into place. The sensations were
too much, and Hansen pressed Evan harder against the wall, shuddering against him
as the warm water hit his shoulders. They were both panting, but Hansen was in
heaven. The bond was there, telling him that Evan was tired but happy.



The phone started ringing again. Evan groaned and slumped against Hansen. “1 think
that means that Moore’ s looking for you.”

“Unfortunately, | think you’re right.”

Hansen carefully let Evan back to his feet. “But it won’t be forever. We'll be donein
afew hours.”

Evan grinned. “I’ll be waiting for you here at home when you are.”

Home. That was what Evan had said, even though they hadn’t talked about this being
his home. That was fine. They didn’t need to talk about it. Evan was home.
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EVAN NARROWED HIS EY ES when Olga and her mate came in. He glanced back
at Moore and Jolyn, who were ditting at a table with Rikar and Hayes. What was
happening? Why were they all here? Had something happened that Evan didn’t know
about?
The back door was open, so Evan leaned in. Orion was showing Davey how to spread
the cookie dough, while Hansen was eating a cupcake in a corner. His eyes widened
when he saw that Evan had noticed him, and he stuffed the rest of the cupcake into
his mouth.
Evan rolled his eyes. “What is it with you and cupcakes?’
Orion glanced in Hansen’ s direction. “Leave my cupcakes alone.”
“It was one,”
Hansen argued. “It's nothing like what happened last time. I'm sorry | had to sell
your cupcakes to save Evan from a horde of hungry children, but you got fifty dollars
out of it. | should be the one selling your stuff, really.”
“Areyou trying to steal my job?’
Evan asked.

“| wouldn’t dream of it.”

Evan believed it. Hansen loved what he did too much to want another job, and even if



he did, he would never take it away from Evan. This wasn't why Evan was here,
though. “Do you know if Moore called for a meeting?’

he asked Orion.

Orion frowned. “What do you mean? What meeting?’

“They’readll in the front room.”

Davey and Hansen exchanged a glance and moved almost as one. They didn’t look
like they knew about it, but if there was anything to find out, they would. After Evan
let them pass, he followed them.

The bakery was quiet except for their friends. Luckily, the morning rush had come
and gone, and the lunch rush hadn’t come yet, so there weren't many customers.
Evan quickly took care of the two women waiting at the counter while he kept an eye
on Hansen'’ s people.

“Has something happened?’

Davey asked when the women left.

Moore frowned at him, then looked around the room and shook his head. “1 know
what it looks like, but it’s a coincidence.”

“I’m only here for the cookies,”

Hayes added as he picked up his and took a bite. He moaned, causing Moore to arch a
brow at him.

Evan pushed past Davey and flopped onto the chair in front of Moore. “Y ou looked
into Franklin?’



Moore smiled, visibly amused. “I just said thiswasn't a meeting.”

“It's not. It's me asking about Franklin.”

Evan wanted to be sure that Franklin was telling the truth before he felt pity for him.

Everything Franklin had said about his siblings had sounded true, but how was Evan
supposed to know? He couldn’t, which was why he'd asked Moore to look into it. If
Franklin had told the truth, Moore would find out. Hell, if he realy had siblings
who'd been kidnapped by the hunters, Moore and the mutants would help him find
them.

It wouldn't be easy or fast. Nothing was when the hunters and the |abs were involved.
The doctors and whoever was funding the operation were smart and sneaky, and they
knew what they were doing. They knew how to hide the labs and the people they
kidnapped.

But escaping the labs was possible. Evan wouldn’t be here today if it wasn't.

“l did look into him,”

Moore confirmed. “As far as | could find, everything he said is true. | found reports
of the accident and newspaper articles about it and the death of his mother. His
siblings haven't been seen since then. He filed missing person reports, but no one has
been able to find them.”

“ Something needs to be done about the labs,”

Hayes murmured as he picked at what was left of his cookie. “We're rescuing as

many people as we can, but there are so many more still trapped. We need to get to
the head of this because taking the labs down one by one isn’t working.”



“How?”

Hansen asked. He wrapped an arm around Evan’ s shoulders and squeezed him close.

“l don’'t know about the labs, but it would be near impossible to do that for the
hunters,”

Orion interjected. “They don’'t have a leader or anything like that. The hunterslivein
small groups, more often families. You can take out some of them, but there will
aways be more.”

“1 feel like the labs and the hunters are two separate things. We might not be able to
completely get rid of the hunters, but if we do manage to close al the labs, they won't
have anyone to sell people to. They might stop kidnapping so many people if they
can’'t do anything with them.”

“So our main goal should be the labs.”

uI agree’n

Moore declared. “The problem is that we don’'t know who's at the head of the
operation. They’ve been careful. We haven't found anything in the documents we
managed to get our hands on in any of the labs we raided.”

“Maybeit’stime to bring in the council,”

Jolyn suggested. He patted his mate' s hand.

“1 know you don't trust them, but it’s clear that you and mutants can’t do this on your

own. Hayes is right. You can continue raiding labs, but as long as you don’'t know
who'’s funding them, there will always be more labs and more people getting hurt.”



Evan didn’t know the history between Moore and the council, but he was curious.

The council was supposed to protect shifters and supernatural creatures, so he found
it strange that they weren’t helping Moore and his mutants.

He' d asked Hansen about it, but Hansen had just grimaced and had tried to distract
Evan.

It had, mostly because they’ d been alone, and Hansen had lured Evan into bed, but he
couldn’t do that now.

“What’ s wrong with the council ?’

Evan asked.

Moore groaned. “I don't like them.”

“And?’

“That’'s it, really. They failed us. The council might have been created to protect us,
but over the years, it's become more about keeping humans happy than doing that. If
they were truly working to protect us, they would' ve found a way to stop the labs.
I’m not even sure they know the labs exist. They probably thought that after the Glass
Research Company was closed, they would never have to deal with anything like this
again. It'seasier for them to ignore all of thisand leave it in our hands.”

“But my family will help you if you ask them,”

Jolyn said. “They work for the council, but you’ re more important.”

“Fine,”



Moore said with a smile. “We can contact your brother and see what he thinks of this.
| don’t want the council involved, but | can deal with abunch of assassins.”

Evan blinked. “I’m sorry?’

Hansen's arm tightened around him, and he leaned closer. “I’ll tell you later,”

he whispered.

Evan wasn’t sure he could wait that long. “ Assassins?’

he whispered back.

Hansen glanced at the group, but they were talking about ways to find who was
funding the labs. They probably wouldn’'t hear Hansen explain. Evan didn’'t care if

they did. He wanted to know, dammit.

“Jolyn and his twin brother are healers for a bunch of council-trained assassins. Jolyn
livesin the village now, but he still works with them when they need him.”

“What do you mean, assassins?’

“Exactly what | said. The council trained them to take out the people they wanted
taken out. They’re very good at what they do.”

“Why aren’'t they going on raids instead of you, then?’
“They help sometimes, but their job is specific. When the council needs them to kill
someone, they do it. They don’t work for Moore or the mutants. They work for the

council.”

“Jolyn just said they were family.”



“Which iswhy they’ll probably help.”

Evan understood why going on raids and helping people was so important to his
mate, which was why he hadn’t tried to get Hansen to stop.

If the council and their assassins finally stepped in to help, there would be even fewer
possibilities of Hansen getting hurt.

Eventually, he might not even have to go on raids.

Evan didn’t know these people, and he was a little scared of them, but he aready
loved them.

The mutants needed help.

They needed to stop the person funding the labs, close all of them, and, once that was
done, move on to the hunters.

They wouldn’t be as dangerous as they were now once the labs were closed, but they
couldn’t be allowed to continue hurting people.

It seemed like they had a game plan, and Evan hoped it would work.

He needed it to.

He needed to finally be alowed to leave the labs behind so he could focus on his
future with Hansen.



