
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


He was sent to destroy them. Fate had other plans.

Nic never wanted to betray Devon or the Krsnik clan, but he never had a choice, not if he wanted to survive. When ordered to help Parrish infiltrate their village, Nic made a choice that saved lives—and cost him everything.

Now he’s a prisoner and hated by everyone in the Harper Clan.

Except maybe his mate.

Tamsin has never felt anything like the bond he shares with Nic, and he’s not willing to give it up. But how can he trust a Kudlak spy? And if he does, can the clan accept Nic, or will they both have to leave the only home they’d had in years? 

Nic is willing to do anything to atone and help the clan, including bonding with his mate to find out more about bonds between Kudlaks and Vila.

Neither of them expects Tamsin to turn into a wolf.

When Nic is captured, Tamsin discovers their bond grants him abilities he never had before, including shifting into a wolf. Will that be enough to save Nic and the clan from Parrish’s claws?
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NIC HAD NEVER THOUGHT he’d end up behind bars.

To be fair, he wasn’t behind bars. He was a prisoner, but he’d been locked up in a comfortable bedroom, so things could have been worse. Considering why he’d ended up here, they should have been much worse.

After everything Parrish had told Nic about the Krsniks, Nic had thought they’d kill him as soon as they had the opportunity. He’d befriended someone from their village and had almost caused Parrish to hurt a lot of people. He’d betrayed someone who’d considered him a friend. He didn’t think that Devon would ever forgive him, and he wouldn’t ask him to. Devon was right to hate him. Nic hated himself a little right now.

There wasn’t much he could do about that.

There wasn’t much he could do about anything in his life, or at least, that was what he thought. He was a Kudlak. Lone Kudlaks never did well, and when they did, it didn’t last long. Without a family, Parrish had been the best option to have for protection—the only option—and maybe, people who would care about Nic.

But Parrish was a monster. Nic hadn’t known that initially, but he should have left long before he’d ended up in here. For a long time, he hadn’t thought he could survive without Parrish and his Kudlaks. He still wasn’t sure he could.

Parrish wasn’t in this for protection or family. He’d started gathering other Kudlaks because he’d wanted to use them as his personal army. He’d turned Nic into a spy and had sent him into enemy territory.

Kudlaks and Krsniks had always been enemies. They’d always fought each other to the death.

But Nic wasn’t dead. He was surprised, and he didn’t know what to think about it. If Parrish had been in charge of the Krsniks and their clan, he would’ve killed Nic at the first chance he had. He wouldn’t have wasted resources by locking him up and having someone guard him. Hell, he would’ve made an example out of him so that everyone else would know not to betray him.

The fact that the Krsniks were nicer than Parrish didn’t say much. Parrish was strong and capable, but he’d always been a monster. Nic had never liked him, even when he’d needed him for protection.

He sat on his bed, his legs crossed as he stared at the TV. It was the only distraction he had, and he was grateful for it. If he hadn’t had that, he’d have spent even more time obsessing over what would happen to him and when. He expected someone to come in and tell him they were going to execute him at any moment. Parrish wouldn’t have given him the warning, but it was clear that these people were different.

How different remained to be seen.

Nic didn’t really know much about them, and what he knew came from Parrish. Nic was starting to realize that he was an even worse person than Nic had ever thought. Parrish didn’t only want Kudlaks to survive. He probably didn’t care about that at all now that Nic thought about it. No, what Parrish wanted was power for himself, and he had it in a way. He wasn’t officially a clan leader, but he might as well be. Everyone who worked with him looked at him in fear. Nic had. He was still afraid of Parrish, even though he was pretty sure that Parrish couldn’t get to him.

He might be bored and locked up, but he was safe, something he hadn’t felt for a long time. The thought made him smile, and he reclined back against his pillows, his gaze on the TV again. He wasn’t particularly enjoying himself, but if these were his last days, at least he wasn’t too scared. It could have been much worse.

A knock on the door made him sit up again. Since he was a prisoner, whoever was there would come in even if he didn’t answer. No one had asked him questions yet, but he’d known that would change. He wasn’t surprised to have a visitor.

He was surprised when he saw that his visitor was Devon. He scrambled off the bed, but once he was on his feet, he hesitated. He and Devon had been friends, but Nic had betrayed Devon. Maybe Devon was here to yell at him. Maybe he would threaten him, tell him how hurt he’d been, and that Nic deserved whatever was coming for him. Nic wouldn’t blame him. Hell, he’d agree.

Devon was the first and only friend Nic had ever had. His time spent with Kudlaks had been dedicated to survival, and he’d never trusted any of them enough to become friends with them. Devon was different, and not because he was human. He was the first person who’d given Nic a chance.

And Nic had betrayed him.

Devon wasn’t alone. His mate Ryan was with him, and they both looked wary, but Devon moved closer to Nic, while Ryan hovered by the door. Ryan didn’t seem to think that Nic would hurt Devon, which was good because he had no plans on doing so. He never wanted to hurt anyone ever again, except maybe Parrish, but he was pretty sure he’d die if he ever tried getting close enough to him to do that.

Devon stared at Nic. Nic glanced at the door, then at Devon again. He wanted to run. He hated that he felt like Devon was judging him, but he couldn’t blame him. He deserved to be judged.

“You hurt me,” Devon eventually said. “But I think I can get over that eventually.”

Nic opened his mouth, but what could he say? He didn’t understand what was happening. He didn’t understand why Devon would want to forgive him. He didn’t even want to forgive himself.

“I’ve hurt people, too. I’ve hurt people recently. I was lucky because they forgave me, and I wanted to give you that,” Devon continued.

“Why?” Nic asked.

“Because we all deserve a second chance. Because I want to hear what you have to say about what happened. Because in the end, you did the right thing.”

“It doesn’t mean I’m a good person.”

“Maybe not, but what you did doesn’t mean you’re a bad person.”

Nic snorted. “Are you sure about that? Because a lot of people would say that it does.”

“I don’t care what a lot of people would say. You’re my friend.”

Nic wanted to ask if he still was, but he didn’t dare. Devon was already giving him more than he’d hoped for and had expected. He hadn’t thought he’d ever see Devon again, and that if he did, Devon would be mad. Instead, he seemed mostly disappointed.

He wasn’t the only one.

“Thank you,” he said in a trembling voice. He didn’t want to start crying in front of Devon. He knew his friend—he couldn’t believe he was still allowed to call Devon that—and that Devon would try to comfort him, but Nic didn’t deserve any comfort. He was here because of his own actions and stupidity.

He glanced at Ryan, expecting him to have a different opinion. He wasn’t Ryan’s friend. He doubted that Ryan would ever want to be his friend, but Ryan nodded, so maybe he’d make an effort. They both would if it was for Devon.

Ryan wanted to make his mate happy, and Nic didn’t want to lose the only friend he’d ever had. He’d do pretty much anything in his power to get Devon to forgive him. He wasn’t sure it would be enough, but it wouldn’t stop him from trying.

“Just don’t do anything like that again, please,” Devon said. “I can understand why you went along with what Parrish wanted, but he’s not a good person.”

“How can you understand?”

Nic had meant that Devon would never have done what he’d done, no matter the situation he was in, but Devon shrugged. “I spent years living on the streets. I would probably have died six months in if Melissa hadn’t found me. She had a daughter to think about, but she took me in, too. She made sure we were both fed and as safe as she possibly could keep us.”

“She sounds like she’s a good person.”

“She is, and the fact that she’s a Kudlak has never mattered. She and Haley are my family. I don’t care what they are. No one here does.”

Nic found that hard to believe. He’d ended up with Parrish because he’d never belonged anywhere else after his parents had died. People didn’t want him around. Humans were afraid of him when they found out what he was, and other supernatural creatures kept their distance because Kudlaks had a bad reputation.

“They’re not going to hold what you are against you,” Devon continued. “But they’ll want an explanation and to know why you did what you did.”

And Nic would give them one, no matter how stupid or bad it was. It was the least he could do.

* * * *
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“IT’S CLEAR THAT THE village needs more protection,” Rowan said as he looked around the room at the people gathered there.

Tamsin agreed. They’d been lucky they were able to stop the Kudlaks, but things could have gone very differently. They would have if they hadn’t been warned that the Kudlaks were coming.

He still had a hard time believing they had been. He didn’t understand why one of the Kudlaks had decided to betray the others, and he was curious. Right now, though, he couldn’t afford to think about that. He and the other Vila had to focus on what they could do for the clan and the village. It was why they were having a meeting.

“Is there anything you guys can do about that?” Clay asked. “I don’t know anything about your magic, but I thought I’d ask.”

Dermot and Tamsin exchanged a glance. They knew what they had to do. They’d done it before, when they’d still had a home. They hadn’t known each other then, but they both knew how to use their magic to protect their clan.

They had a new home now. Some days, it was still hard to believe, but they’d finally been able to stop running. They were safe, or as safe as they could be with Kudlaks targeting their new clan.

Tamsin swallowed. He wouldn’t allow anything to happen to this clan. He hadn’t been able to do anything to protect his people the first time around, but that was in the past. He was older and more powerful now.

That didn’t mean that there was much he could do on his own.

“We need more people,” Dermot said. “The Vila we have are all helping, but we’re not enough. The village needs more of us, more magic. It’s the only way to protect everyone.”

Rowan nodded, not looking surprised. Considering who he was, he probably wasn’t. He’d lost his entire clan to the Kudlaks, but he knew how clans worked. He knew what was needed and what was expected from the members. He knew that Dermot, Tamsin, and the others would do everything in their power to protect the village, but also that that power might not be enough.

“Word has been spreading about the clan,” Rowan said. “I’ve had a few people reach out and ask me about us. Unfortunately, I had to be honest and mention Parrish. I think that the Kudlaks are the main reason more people haven’t joined us. I know that a lot of us out there are desperate for a home, but right now, the village isn’t safe.”

Tamsin, unfortunately, had to agree. When he and the others had decided to come this way and check out the clan, they’d hoped they’d find a place to call home. They had, but at the same time, they’d found a bunch of Kudlaks trying to destroy the clan before it could get any stronger. Parrish had a vendetta against Rowan because Rowan was the last of his clan, and something told Tamsin that he wouldn’t stop until he got what he wanted. 

And what he wanted seemed to be the clan completely gone.

It was what Parrish did. Before, Tamsin had thought it was what every Kudlak did, but he knew that wasn’t the case. He’d been wary of Melissa and her daughter when he’d first met them, but Melissa had fought by their side. She’d protected them and had been ready to take on the other Kudlaks just like any of them. She might be a Kudlak, but she was one of them.

The same couldn’t be said about the other Kudlak in their territory.

“If more Vila contact you to know about the clan, send them my way,” Dermot told Rowan. “I won’t lie to them, but I’m sure I can find a way to make this place appealing. Having more Vila move in with us is the only thing that’ll help us in the long term. Right now, all of us are working long hours to keep up the spells, but something is going to break eventually, and I don’t want it to be one of us.”

“Maybe we should look into other ways to deal with Parrish,” Clay offered. “We have one of Parrish’s people here. I’d like to know what the guy knows and if we can use any of that against Parrish and his Kudlaks.”

Dermot snorted. “He’s a Kudlak. He won’t ever tell us anything we could use against his people.”

“I’m not too sure about that,” Rowan said. “He did warn us. He seems to care about Devon.”

Demort shook his head. “Kudlaks don’t care about anything or anyone. They only care about themselves.”

Rowan arched a brow. “Some of them do. Maybe most of them do. We do have two Kudlaks here who feel differently, though.”

Dermot looked away. “Haley’s a child.”

“But her mother isn’t. Melissa helped a human child when it would’ve been easy for her to abandon him or even kill him. Instead, she took him in and protected him as if he was her son. She’s only ever wanted a peaceful life for her and her children, and that’s what the clan is giving her. I understand where you’re coming from, Dermot. We all do. But I don’t want you to talk about her that way. She’s one of us, no matter what she is.”

Dermot inclined his head. No matter how he felt about Melissa, Rowan was the clan leader. He’d let her in, and everyone would have to accept that.

Tamsin already had. He’d had a few interactions with Melissa and her daughter, and he only had good things to say about both of them. It might have been weird initially, but he’d seen too much in the years he’d been on the run to believe that all Kudlaks were the same. Most of them might be evil, but not all of them, and Melissa had never given him any hints that she wasn’t on their side.

Maybe the Kudlak they had locked in a bedroom was like Melissa. He’d been working with Parrish, but Tamsin could all too well imagine why that was. The man had tried to protect them in the end. He’d saved a lot of lives. As far as Tamsin was concerned, that meant something.

“I could bring him food,” he offered.

Dermot frowned at him, while Clay blinked as if he’d forgotten what they’d been talking about. Rowan knew, though. The way he looked at Tamsin made Tamsin want to squirm, but instead, he just watched Rowan back. 

“Would you feel safe doing that?” Rowan asked.

“I know he’s a Kudlak and that he was working with Parrish, but I really don’t think he wants to hurt anyone.”

“You just said he was working with Parrish,” Dermot pointed out. 

“It doesn’t mean he agreed with what Parrish did. There’s a reason he tried to protect Devon and the village.”

“He felt guilty,” Dermot spat out.

“Exactly. He betrayed Devon, someone who saw him as a friend, and he felt guilty. Do you know many Kudlaks who would feel that way?”

Dermot pressed his lips together. There was nothing he could say about that because Tamsin was right. Most Kudlaks wouldn’t have tried to stop Parrish. Nic had known that he might die by putting himself in that position, but he’d done so anyway. Maybe he’d only done it because he cared about Devon, but even if that was the case, he’d still saved the village. He might hate Krsniks, but he also might not. Either way, he was here. They might as well use him if they could.

Tamsin turned to Rowan. “I want to try to befriend him. Maybe I can get some answers out of him.”

“Devon asked me for permission to visit him. They’re friends, or rather, they were before all this happened. I don’t know what they are now.”

Tamsin didn’t understand what all of this had to do with his offer. “Maybe he won’t want another friend, or maybe he won’t want a Vila friend, but we have to do something, and he probably has information on Parrish and Kudlaks. I’m sure you want to talk to him and ask him questions, but it wouldn’t hurt to have someone be sneakier about it.”

“I know you, Tamsin,” Dermot said. “You’re building yourself up for disappointment.”

“Maybe, maybe not. I have to believe that Nic betrayed Parrish for a reason. It would’ve been much easier for him to go along with what Parrish was planning. Instead, he risked getting killed, and right now, he’s stuck in a bedroom, probably wondering when Rowan will decide to kill him. I’m not saying we have to trust him or even that he’ll trust us, but it’s worth a try.”

“I agree,” Rowan said. “You can start bringing him food. Be careful, though. We all want to think the best of him since he saved us, but this might still be part of Parrish’s plan.”

Tamsin really hoped that wasn’t the case.

* * * *
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NIC EXPECTED DEVON to leave now that he’d said his piece, but instead, Devon sat on the bed. He watched Nic, who had no idea what was going on. He didn’t think that Devon was here to hurt him—it wasn’t the kind of person Devon was—but he was confused.

“Tell me how you ended up with Parrish,” Devon said.

Nic glanced at Ryan, who looked resigned and was leaning against the wall near the door. Ryan didn’t say anything. He didn’t offer to leave so that Nic and Devon could speak. Nic doubted that Ryan would go anywhere without his mate, especially when Nic was involved. No, if Nic was going to be honest, he’d have to do it in front of Ryan. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that, but it wasn’t like he had a choice.

“What makes you think there’s a good reason I ended up with him?” he asked Devon.

“Because I don’t think you’re the kind of person who does what you did without a good reason. I don’t think you’re anything like Parrish, which makes me wonder what happened to convince you to work with him.”

“Fear, mostly. Parrish isn’t a nice person. Once he has his claws into you, he’s ready to do anything to control you, and mostly, he does that using fear. Everyone knows the stories of how he kills people who disappoint him. He won’t let people leave him. It’s either him or death.”

“How did you end up with him, then?” Ryan asked, surprising Nic.

He hadn’t thought that Ryan would speak. He was clearly there to protect his mate, and Nic was pretty sure that if it wasn’t for Devon, Ryan would be as far away as possible from him. Nic didn’t blame him. He and Devon were lucky to be alive, and part of the reason they’d ended up anywhere near Parrish was Nic. He wouldn’t want himself to be anywhere near his mate, either.

He didn’t like talking about his past, but he could tell that he wouldn’t have a choice. He supposed things could be worse. At least Ryan and Devon were willing to listen to him. He wasn’t sure the same could be said for anyone else in the village. The clan leaders might decide to kill him because of what he’d done without listening to any reason he might have. It was what Parrish would have done.
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