
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Second chances aren’t given to everyone.
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RONAN HAS SPENT THE past four years in a cage, being auctioned repeatedly by his father-in-law. He was told that his mate had died, so imagine his surprise when Vincent appears at the entrance of pack territory, demanding to talk to the alpha.

Vincent lost his mate four years ago when he suddenly vanished from his life without an explanation. He’s been wondering why Ronan left him since then, but he never thought he’d see him again. Unfortunately for him, Ronan seems to be a member of the pack his father targeted before dying, which will no doubt make getting answers out of him complicated.

Ronan didn’t willingly ghost Vincent, and Vincent obviously didn’t die. They were apart for four years, though, and finding their way back to each other won’t be easy, even with Vincent’s father dead. 

Can they make room for the other in their new lives? Can they find a way to fit together the way they did before they were torn apart?
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RONAN WASN’T ENTIRELY sure why Reece, of all people, had been asked to show him around pack territory. He wasn’t sure why anyone needed to show him around pack territory. He’d been here a few weeks already, and he knew where most things were. 

Of course, things were different now. He was officially a pack member. He was going to start working for pack security in a few days. He wasn’t just a guy the pack had rescued anymore. He was one of them, so maybe that was why Cam wanted him to know where everything was.

Either that or he’d talked to his brother.

Ronan hadn’t been able to stop thinking about his conversation with Bryson. It was even harder with Reece standing next to him, gesturing at the buildings they were walking past.

Ronan didn’t care what people did in their bedrooms or how many people they did it with. It wasn’t the fact that Reece was dating two men that had caught his attention. It was the fact that Reece was dating two men after losing his mate.

Ronan swallowed. If he started thinking about his mate, he might start crying, too, which wasn’t something he wanted to happen right now. This was supposed to be a happy occasion. He’d finally found a place to call home. He was safe, and he would never have to worry about getting kidnapped and tortured again. If something happened to him, the pack would step in to protect him. He’d never had that before, and it was a relief, but at the same time, it hurt.

“You know, we don’t have to do this now if you don’t feel up for it,” Reece said.

Ronan blinked. He really hadn’t been paying attention, had he? “I don’t want to be a bother. “

“You’re not a bother. You’re a pack member.”

“It doesn’t mean that I’m not bothering you. I’m sure you had better things to do today than show me around, especially when it wasn’t necessary. “

Reece gave Ronan a crooked smile. “You tried telling Cam that, didn’t you?”

“He waved me off and told me that since I was officially a pack member, I deserved an official tour.”

“That’s Cam, all right.” Reece’s expression softened. “I know it might be hard to believe, but he cares about you. He cares about all of his pack members, but he has an especially soft spot for rare shifters.”

Ronan nodded. “Because of his mate.”

“I mean, he cared about our pack members before meeting Toby, too, but yeah. Meeting his mate and understanding how hard life is for rare shifters is what pushed him into making our pack a safe place for all of you. He wants you to feel at home here. He wants to help, even though he’s not always sure how to do so. I’m glad you went along with it.”

Ronan hadn’t felt like he had a choice, but he didn’t say that out loud. He was still too new to the pack to fully understand how the relationships in it worked. It was clear that everyone respected Cam, but some of the people here talked to him as if he wasn’t the alpha, but rather a friend.

Ronan knew that he was. From everything he’d seen, Cam was close to a lot of pack members, and they did consider him a friend before they considered him their alpha. It was slightly confusing, but Ronan had never lived with a pack, so maybe it was normal.

“So, when Cam asked me to do this tour with you, he also asked me to ask you a few questions.”

Ronan grimaced. “He could’ve asked them himself. I’ll answer what I can, though. “

“It’s nothing bad. He just wants to get to know you a little better and for you to feel comfortable here.”

“I’m listening.” 

Ronan wasn’t sure how long it would take him to feel comfortable here. He liked that he was safe, but he was still missing a massive part of his life. His mate was gone, which had caused him more pain than being stuck in a cage and auctioned off several times. Nothing could hurt as much as losing his mate. He didn’t think he’d ever get over that, even if he tried.

He hadn’t. Ronan’s heart was gone. It was a miracle that Ronan was still standing.

“So, Cam wanted to know if there was anyone you might want us to welcome into our pack, too.”

Ronan knew where this was going. He’d only told one person that he’d lost his mate, and that person was the alpha’s brother. He wasn’t sure Bryson was the type of person to gossip, but Ronan hadn’t told him to keep the fact that his mate was gone secret. Bryson might have mentioned it because he thought that Cam knew, or maybe he’d been worried.

It was odd to have people care about him. Even before Ronan had been dragged into his cage, he hadn’t really had anyone. The most important person in his life had been his mate, but before meeting him, Ronan had been alone. He didn’t have a birth pack. Most rare shifters didn’t, but he’d been especially lonely. His parents had been killed when he was little more than a teenager, and he’d survived on his own since then. He’d been afraid to let anyone in.

He still was.

This was his pack now, though. If he wanted to truly become one of them, he’d have to trust them with parts of himself. His mate deserved to be remembered. He didn’t deserve to become a secret that hurt Ronan every time he thought about him.

Ronan cleared his throat. “There’s no one. I lost my mate a few years ago, unfortunately.”

Reece’s expression told Ronan that he understood all too well what that meant. “I’m sorry for your loss,” Reece murmured. “I know how hard it is.”

Ronan nodded. “I’ve been told that you lost your mate, too.”

“I did. She died in childbirth. Our baby didn’t make it, either.”

That was even worse than what had happened to Ronan. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. It’s been years, but sometimes, I still miss her.”

“There isn’t a day that I don’t think about my mate.”

“I get it. I just want you to know that losing your mate doesn’t mean you can’t be happy. I’m sure this is the reason I was asked to do this with you, actually. Cam knows about your mate?”

“I told Bryson.” 

Reece nodded as if that explained everything. “It took me a long time, and I’ll always love my mate, but I’m currently in a relationship with two men. Losing your mate doesn’t mean you can’t be happy.”

“I’m not sure I could do that,” Ronan confessed.

“Being in a relationship with two men?” Reece teased.

“I don’t care how many people you’re in a relationship with, and I wouldn’t be opposed to having more than one person in my life. No, I’m not sure I can have a relationship with anyone. Even though my mate has been gone for a few years, the wound is still fresh. I’ll never forget him.”

“You don’t have to forget him. You just have to keep an open mind. The love you can find after losing your mate won’t be the same as the one you had with him, but it doesn’t mean it’s not love. Even though Sage and Carey are mates, they never make me feel like the odd one out. I never feel any less loved by either of them, even though they share a bond I don’t have with either of them. I know that some people think it’s weird, and I did initially, too, but I’m happy I gave them a chance.”

Ronan slowly nodded. He understood what Reece was saying, and part of him wanted to find someone to settle down with and be happy. He was young, and he didn’t want to be alone for the rest of his life.

But another part of him felt like this was it. He’d had a chance at love, and he’d lost it. There was nothing he could do to get it back. His mate was gone, but Ronan wasn’t. He had a chance at a fresh start with the pack. Here, he’d have a home and a place where he could feel safe. He could put down roots. He wished his mate was here to see all of that, but there was no way to bring him back. Ronan had to continue living without him, and he knew that his mate wouldn’t have wanted him to be alone for the rest of his life.

That didn’t mean he was ready for a relationship, but maybe, like Reece had said, he could keep an open mind.

* * * *
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VINCENT DIDN’T USUALLY answer phone calls from numbers he didn’t know. This particular number had been calling him for days, though, and he was reaching the end of his patience. He didn’t know anyone who would want to contact him so badly except for one person, and he did not want to talk to his father.

He stared at his phone, hoping it would stop ringing. When it finally did, he sighed and leaned back in his chair.

Only for the phone to start ringing again.

“I think that whoever it is really wants to talk to you,” Emma said from her desk.

“Couldn’t they have emailed me?” 

“I know you’re scared of talking to people, but you need to find out what’s happening before this drives all of us nuts.”

Vincent glared. “I’m not afraid to talk to people.”

“Then answer the damn phone.”

“I don’t know why I like you.”

“You don’t. You’re forced to see me every day because we work together.”

She wasn’t wrong. That was the reason they saw each other every day. They were friends, but they’d never gone out together outside of work, and that was fine with Vincent. Most days, he didn’t have enough energy to be social by the time work was over.

The phone was still rattling on his desk. He snatched it up, swiped the screen, and raised it to his ear. “I hope this is important because you’ve been calling me for days, and you clearly can’t take a hint.”

There was a silent pause. Then a man cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to bother you, Mr. Fulton.”

Sometimes, Vincent really wished his mother hadn’t given him his father’s surname. Hell, he would’ve been happy if his father’s name hadn’t been anywhere near him and his birth certificate. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

“My name is Mr. Ross. I was your father’s lawyer.”

Vincent blinked. “Was?”

“I suppose I still am, even though your father has passed.”

Those words didn’t make sense. Vincent couldn’t imagine his father dying, if anything because he was too much of an asshole for anything bad to happen to him. He was like a cockroach. Nothing touched him. “My father’s dead?”

“Were you not informed?”

“No one told me anything about Fulton dying, no. What happened?” Vincent didn’t really care, but he was curious.

For some reason, Emma had gotten up from her chair and walked around her desk to press a hand on Vincent’s shoulder. He glanced up at her, surprised to see that her gaze was soft and her expression worried. “I’ll talk to Sarah,” she murmured before leaving their shared office.

Sarah was their boss. Vincent had no idea why Emma wanted to talk to her, but right now, he had other things to focus on.

Like the reason his father’s lawyer was calling him.

“I’m sure you’ll be contacted soon.” Mr. Ross cleared his throat again. “Unfortunately, the FBI was involved.”

Vincent snorted. Of course the FBI was involved. Trust his father to die in a way that would make Vincent’s life more complicated. If Vincent hadn’t known that his father thought himself too smart to die, he would’ve thought that Fulton had done it on purpose.

“But I didn’t call you to talk about the FBI,” Mr. Ross continued.

“Why did you call, then?”

“To talk about your father’s will.”

“I don’t want anything to do with my father or his belongings. Whatever he wanted to do with them, you can trash them or set them on fire.”

“I’m afraid it’s not as easy as that. Your father was involved in many things, and while the FBI is still investigating and has frozen some of your father’s accounts, the rest goes to you. That includes the money in several bank accounts.”

Vincent was ready to bet there was a reason the FBI hadn’t frozen those accounts, too, like maybe they weren’t registered under his father’s name or something. It would be like his father to hide money.

That was one more reason not to want anything to do with any of this. He didn’t want his father’s dirty money. He didn’t care how Fulton had earned that money—knowing him, it wasn’t in any legitimate way.

“Why was the FBI involved? What were they investigating him for?” Vincent asked, even though he knew he would regret it. As far as he was concerned, his father had died when he’d abandoned Vincent and his mother. No matter how many times Fulton had tried to get back into Vincent’s good graces over the years, Vincent had always told him to fuck off.

It looked like he wouldn’t have to do that anymore.

“I’m sure you understand that even though I was your father’s lawyer, this doesn’t mean I agree with what he did,” Mr. Ross explained.

“Yes, I’m sure you don’t.” Yet he’d been more than happy to take Fulton’s money. Vincent didn’t care about Mr. Ross, though. He didn’t care about his father, either, but he did want to know what the fuck was happening.

“Your father was unfortunately involved in the trafficking of shifters, both rare and not.”

Vincent’s blood turned to ice. His father had been trafficking people? “What the fuck?” 

Mr. Ross coughed. “I understand the shock. I had no idea what Mr. Fulton was doing, and of course, if I’d known, I would have told him to find another lawyer. As it is, though, I am responsible for his will.”

“What do you mean, he trafficked people?” Vincent was sure there was more to this.

“Your father had shifters captured and auctioned. The FBI is still investigating, but they’ve frozen all the accounts connected to your father’s name and his businesses.”

“But you said there are other accounts that are mine now.”

“Mr. Fulton was smart enough to organize things in a way that if something were to happen to him, he’d have access to money and the means to flee. Unfortunately, he was unable to use any of this when he ran from the FBI.”

Vincent still didn’t know what had happened to get Fulton killed, but he was sure his father hadn’t died of natural causes. It was hard to imagine the FBI killing him, though. Unless they’d killed him in action? It would be like Fulton to think he could win against the FBI.

“Shouldn’t you be reporting these accounts to the FBI?”

“I can do that if you want me to, but your father was clear. He wanted you to have them.”

Vincent’s instincts were yelling at him to refuse. He didn’t know how much money it was, and he didn’t care. He was comfortable enough with the money he earned at his job.

But what would happen if he did report all of this? The FBI would seize it, and Vincent would never see it again. He didn’t want anything to do with the money, but considering what his father had apparently done, maybe Vincent could use it for a good cause. “I need you to tell me exactly how my father died.”

Vincent was pretty sure that he was making Mr. Ross uncomfortable, but he didn’t care. He needed all the information he could find on this. As soon as he could hang up, he’d look it up on the Internet, but he didn’t have any contacts in the FBI or anything like that. He was just an accountant. He hadn’t heard anything on the news, but maybe someone had said something, and he hadn’t made the connection with his father. He thought he’d remember hearing about people auctioning rare shifters on the news, though.

“The FBI raided one of your father’s auctions, and your father fled. From what I gathered, he was blaming a certain pack for being caught, and he went there to confront the alpha. I don’t have any details, but I know he was killed by a rare shifter he tried taking hostage.”

“What pack?” 

“Mr. Fulton, I don’t think—”

“What pack, Mr. Ross?”

“They’re located in Rosewood.”

It wasn’t an address, but it should make it easier for Vincent to find them.

He wasn’t sure what he’d do with the information. Going there to talk to them sounded like a bad idea, but Vincent hadn’t been involved with anything his father had done. If he was going to inherit this money, the least he could do was to pass it on to people who’d been hurt by Fulton. It wouldn’t heal their wounds, but it could help them get a fresh start in life.

He didn’t know if the pack would accept his help or even if they’d agree to talk to him, but what his father had done was horrifying. If there was anything Vincent could do to help the people Fulton had hurt, he’d do it.

He just hoped he wouldn’t be killed as he did so.

* * * *
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RONAN HOVERED IN FRONT of the house. He’d been invited for dinner, so he should climb the porch steps and knock on the door. He could hear voices inside, and through the windows, he could see that other people had already arrived.

He swallowed. He wasn’t sure what he was doing here. Why had the alpha invited him for dinner? Cam had made it sound like he was having a meal with friends, but Ronan didn’t qualify as a friend. He barely knew Cam.

But Cam had been trying to make Ronan feel more comfortable with being a pack member, which was probably why Ronan was here. It wasn’t like Cam wanted to be his new best friend or anything like that. He just wanted to help a man who had been in a complicated and hellish situation until recently. He probably pitied Ronan. 

Ronan didn’t care. He would pity himself if their roles were reversed. What he’d gone through had been awful, and he was glad he was out of his cage and that Fulton was dead. Fulton had hurt him and the man he’d loved. He’d deserved to die. Hell, he’d even deserved to die the way he had—killed by one of the rare shifters he’d so happily trafficked and tortured.

The door opened even though he wasn’t anywhere near it. A short, slender man stood there, watching Ronan. When Ronan didn’t move, Toby gestured at him to come closer.

“I know it’s not that cold yet, but I don’t want you to get chilly,” he explained. “Besides, dinner is almost ready.”

Ronan inclined his head at the alpha mate and climbed the porch steps. He was grateful when Toby didn’t try to hug him. Instead, Toby closed the door and gestured at Ronan to follow him.

“You’re the last one to arrive.”

“I apologize for being late.” Ronan didn’t want Toby to think he was rude. He supposed that he was rude since he was late, but he thought that Toby would understand.

He’d been in Ronan’s place once. Ronan had heard all about how Toby had been rescued from a gang that was using him for his healing abilities. He’d been the odd man out when he’d first arrived in Rosewood, just like Ronan was now.

Ronan wasn’t sure how long it would take him to fully accept that this was his home now, but it would be more than a few weeks. In the meantime, he’d do his best to integrate into the pack, but he already knew that it would be awkward.

As awkward as getting an invitation to dinner from his new alpha.

The sound of voices grew louder as they walked through the house. They eventually stepped into the kitchen, where several people were gathered. Cam was in front of the stove, stirring something while talking to a tall blond man. Two more men were sitting at the counter, and one was standing by it. Ronan was sure he’d seen them around, but he couldn’t remember their names, and for a moment, he panicked.
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