
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Love finds you when you need it the most.

––––––––
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EVERYTHING IN RYAN’S life changed after he was forced to leave his parents’ home—the place where he lives, the house where he’s staying, and finding his mate. He didn’t expect that to happen since he’s only eighteen, but he’s more surprised by the fact that his mate runs away from him minutes after Ryan tells him about their bond.

Devon’s life is a mess. He’d made a fool of himself by trying to seduce Kendrick even after finding out that Kendrick had a mate, and after he finds out that his mate is Kendrick’s brother, he knows he doesn’t have a choice.

He has to leave the village.

Ryan is ready to do anything to convince Devon to accept him in his life. He’s not in a rush. They’re both eighteen and have plenty of time to get to know each other.

As long as the Kudlaks don’t kill them because Parrish is lurking, and he’s not alone.
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WHEN RYAN OPENED HIS eyes, he didn’t wonder where he was. He knew.

He wasn’t home, or at least, not in the place he’d called home for the first eighteen years of his life. He supposed that he should call Kendrick’s house his home, at least for now.

He rolled to his side and stared out the window. The trees were green, and the birds were singing. He didn’t know what time it was, but the sun wasn’t yet high in the sky, so it was probably early enough. He needed to use the bathroom, but he didn’t want to wake up Kendrick and Jonas. Jonas was a Krsnik, but Ryan wasn’t quite sure what that meant yet.

Did Jonas sleep during the day because he couldn’t be in the sunlight? That couldn’t be right. He’d seen Jonas in the daylight. Did he sleep during the night like most people, then? He’d still been awake when Ryan had fallen into bed, but that was probably because Ryan had been exhausted and in pain. The only thing he’d wanted was to close his eyes, and he had no idea what time Kendrick and Jonas had gone to bed because he’d been out as soon as his head had touched his pillow.

He closed his eyes and listened. The house was silent. He could hear his own heartbeat, the sound of the house creaking, but that was it. There were no signs of Jonas or Kendrick, so he definitely might wake them up if he left his bedroom to go to the bathroom.

His bedroom. This was his bedroom, even though he’d only arrived yesterday. It was the place where he would live for the foreseeable future. It was exciting but also terrifying. He had no idea what would happen. What if Kendrick and Jonas decided they had enough of him in a few weeks or a month? What would he do then? He didn’t have anyone else. He was only eighteen, and even though he’d had a job before, he’d just moved into a small village. What was he supposed to do here?

He’d find something. He didn’t actually think that Kendrick and Jonas would kick him out or even ask him to leave. Kendrick was nothing like their father. Even if he got fed up with Ryan, he would give him time to get his feet under him. He wouldn’t demand most of his paycheck.

Not that Ryan had a paycheck at the moment. He wasn’t sure where to start, but he’d find a way. He was willing to do pretty much anything.

Something creaked louder. Ryan sucked in a breath. They were footsteps, which meant that someone was awake. He and Kendrick hadn’t lived together in a long time, so he had no idea if it was his brother or Jonas. Considering how small Jonas was, it was probably Kendrick. It was a relief because at least Ryan knew his brother.

Ryan didn’t have anything against Jonas. In fact, he liked the Krsnik. He was glad that Kendrick had ended up being someone’s mate because it meant that he’d have someone who would love him for the rest of his life. After getting kicked out of their home at eighteen like Ryan had been, Kendrick deserved it. He hadn’t gone into details when he’d picked up Ryan, but Ryan could tell that his life hadn’t been easy.

It was their father’s fault. It was like he’d stopped being a father when they’d turned eighteen and had become a landlord instead. Ryan would’ve understood asking for help to pay the bills and even rent, but that had been much more. His father had asked for the impossible, and Ryan had faced the very real possibility that he’d end up on the streets.

That was what had happened to Kendrick. He hadn’t been able to pay what their father had demanded of him and hadn’t had a big brother who’d picked him up as soon as he’d called. He’d had to survive on his own, and Ryan couldn’t even imagine what he’d had to do. He was glad he would never have to find out, and he’d always be grateful to Kendrick for that.

A soft knock on the door made him look in the direction. “Yes?”

The door opened. Ryan sat up, biting his lower lip as he watched his brother walk into the room. For now, it was just a guestroom. Ryan had arrived yesterday, and he hadn’t had time to unpack. He’d showered and gone straight to bed. His body still ached after what had happened before, and he kind of wished he could stay in bed for a bit longer. From Kendrick’s expression, he wasn’t sure he’d be allowed to.

“How did you sleep?” Kendrick asked.

“Great.”

“That’s good. How are you feeling? Any pain?”

“I feel like I was in a fight, which is normal, I guess.” Ryan licked his lips. “I hope this doesn’t happen often.”

“To me, it does. I’m a hunter.”

Right. “I don’t know anything about you except that and that you’re Jonas’s mate.”

Thankfully, Kendrick didn’t seem offended. “We can fix that. How about some breakfast?”

“Is Jonas awake yet?” Ryan asked as he pushed away the sheet.

“No. He’s a Krsnik, so he tends to sleep during the day.”

“Really? Because you picked me up during the day.”

“He makes exceptions. To be honest, I tend to sleep during the day, too. Kudlaks don’t usually come out while the sun is out, so if I want to hunt them, I need to be awake at night.”

“So I messed up your schedule.”

“You didn’t mess up anything. I’m awake sooner than I normally would be, but I’ll just request to be allowed to stay home for the next few days. I don’t think Clay and Rowan will mind. They have plenty of other hunters to choose from.”

Ryan swallowed. He had so many questions, but he wasn’t sure he should ask them. Would his brother even answer if he did? He wanted to know about hunting and how Kendrick had ended up in that line of work. He wanted to know about Krsniks and Kudlaks. He wanted to know about the Kudlak who had attacked them yesterday. The man had been incredibly strong, so much so that even Ryan hadn’t been able to do anything against him. Of course, part of that was because Ryan had panicked and hadn’t thought to shift while he was being attacked, but still. He doubted it would’ve changed anything. The Kudlak had been too strong.

“Well, I’m going to get breakfast ready. We should go and visit Clay and Rowan once we’re done eating. They knew you were coming, but they’ll want to talk to you.”

“Do you think they might reject me? For the clan, I mean.”

“No. They’ll just want to welcome you and maybe talk about the attack. That damn Kudlak has been hunting Rowan since he realized that Rowan is the last member of one of the clans he decimated years ago.”

There was so much Ryan needed to find out about his new home. He was curious about a lot of things but also wary. He didn’t know the clan. He only knew his brother, and while he knew he could trust Kendrick, it was hard to imagine himself living here.

That was probably normal. He was only eighteen, and he’d always lived in the house his parents had raised him in. That was gone now. Both his father and his mother were part of his past, and he doubted he’d ever see them again.

He didn’t need them. He had Kendrick, who was still looking at him with a smile on his lips.

“You’re sure I won’t bother you by staying here?” Ryan asked. He’d asked yesterday, too, and he hoped Kendrick’s answer hadn’t changed.

“You can stay for as long as you need. This is your home, too. This room is yours. I’m just happy to have you back with me, Ryan.”

“Even though you’ve built yourself a life here? I mean, you have friends, a home, and Jonas. You don’t need me.”

“You’re right. I don’t need you, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you. You’re my little brother. You’re the one thing I always regretted losing when I was forced to leave. I won’t abandon you. I won’t force you to pay rent. You’re safe here, Ryan.”

Ryan had to look away. His throat felt tight, but he didn’t want to cry. He was grateful to Kendrick and happy he had a home, but he was grieving everything he’d lost. His relationship with his parents had never been great, but they were still his parents, and that house had been his home.

“Jonas will sleep a while longer, but don’t worry about bothering him. He sleeps like the dead.”

“Thank you,” Ryan whispered.

“I didn’t do anything you need to thank me for. You’re family.”

That had meant nothing to Ryan’s parents, but clearly, the same couldn’t be said for Kendrick.

* * * *
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“DEVON, PLEASE. I’M getting worried,” Melissa said through the closed door of Devon’s bedroom.

Devon swallowed and stared out the window. He didn’t want Melissa to worry. She might not be his mother, but she’d protected him when he needed it, and he would always be grateful for that. She was his family, even though they didn’t share blood.

That was why he couldn’t ignore her. They’d promised that they would always be there for each other and for Haley, and Devon didn’t want to break that promise. “I’m fine,” he called out.

There was a moment of silence. Devon didn’t think that Melissa had left. She wouldn’t when she still wanted answers from him. She was stubborn like that.

“It’s good to hear your voice,” she said, and Devon could hear the smile in her voice.

“You don’t have to worry about me.”

“I’ll always worry about you and Haley. It’s what a mother does.”

Devon didn’t tell her that she wasn’t his mother. She might as well be. She was the only mother figure in his life, and she behaved like a parent to him. She made sure he ate and that he had everything he needed, even though he was eighteen and technically old enough to take care of himself. It was good to feel that someone cared, but that didn’t mean that Devon felt any better about the thought of staying with the clan.

“Well, I’m fine,” he called out. “You can go back to bed. I promise I’ll eat something.”

Melissa was quiet. Devon knew that she was hesitating, but she was a Kudlak. She was probably exhausted after staying up with Haley for most of the night. Kudlaks and Krsniks were night creatures, but Devon wasn’t one of them. He was a normal human, and his day had just begun.

He’d gotten used to living like Melissa and Haley, so he was surprised to be awake. He hadn’t been sleeping well, which would explain why he couldn’t go back to sleep even though he should be resting.

He wasn’t sure he could. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Kendrick and felt the humiliation he’d felt when Kendrick had rejected him, and Jonas had stepped in. What had Devon been thinking?

He hadn’t been. He’d been desperate. He’d wanted someone to love him, to feel normal for once, and he’d latched onto Kendrick. Even though there was a ten-year age difference between them, he’d thought they were a good match. Both he and Kendrick were human and were used to fighting to survive, and it had felt like a match made in heaven.

Devon had realized it wasn’t a match at all, but it felt like hell. He clung to Kendrick until it was embarrassing, and he didn’t think he could ever face the man again. He wanted to die just at the thought.

Melissa sighed. “I’m going back to bed. I’ll check in on you later, though.”

“You don’t have to worry about me.”

“But I do.”

Devon listened to her footsteps fade as she walked down the hallway. Melissa was worried about him, and that wouldn’t get any better if he left the village.

He couldn’t believe he was actually thinking of doing that. When they’d arrived at the village, he’d thought for sure this would be a fresh start for the three of them. They were finally safe. Haley would be able to grow up in a normal place, with a roof over her head and food in her stomach. She wouldn’t have to worry about sleeping on the ground or being cold at night. None of them would ever have to worry about being attacked and hurt ever again.

Well, that wasn’t quite right. The Kudlaks had attacked the village, but people were working on setting up magic defenses. Besides, that didn’t change the fact that Melissa and Haley were safer here than they could ever have been living in abandoned buildings or on the streets. Devon was, too, but he still needed to leave.

He needed a plan.

He wrapped his comforter tighter around his shoulders and forced himself to think practically. No matter how desperately he wanted to leave right now so he would never have to see Kendrick and Jonas again, he couldn’t afford to. He didn’t have any money. He didn’t have a car. He only had a few changes of clothes. Clay and Rowan had given Melissa enough money to buy necessities for the three of them, but Devon couldn’t even think about taking that money from her. That meant he’d have to earn his own.

There was nothing for him to do in the village. It was too small and had been abandoned until recently, and people were barely settling into their new homes. No one was opening businesses yet. They would eventually, but it would be too close to home. Devon needed to put space between himself and Kendrick, which meant finding work in the closest town.

He could do that. He didn’t have any skills, but he was young, so he hoped people would hire him anyway. He wasn’t looking for a job that would last him a lifetime. He’d be fine with working at a bar or a diner or something. He could learn whatever he needed to know for the job.

Even though thinking about leaving the house and doing this was scary, he forced himself to get out of bed. It was good that he’d woken up so early, even though he hadn’t known it at the time. This way, he could get out of the house while Melissa was still sleeping. He could talk to people in town who were on a normal human schedule and would be awake during the day. If he found work, he would have to do the same, anyway. Besides, once he left the village, he could live any way he wanted. He wouldn’t have to stay awake during the night and sleep during the day like he had after he met Melissa and Haley.

But to do that, he needed a job.

He’d showered the night before, so he threw on clean clothes and carefully made his way out of his bedroom. The floor creaked a bit, and he paused several times, but he heard nothing but silence. Melissa and Haley were deeply asleep, as they should be.

The three of them hadn’t been able to sleep deeply for so long. When they’d lived on the streets, one of them had always needed to be awake. It was the only way to be safe and ensure that no one would sneak up on them while they were unconscious. Melissa had tried to do everything herself, but even when Devon was younger, he’d refused to let her. Keeping both her and Haley safe was as much his responsibility as it was Melissa’s. They may not be related, but he cared for them as if they were. Leaving them would be hell. He wished he didn’t have to, but he didn’t see another way out of this.

Devon couldn’t stay in the village and face Kendrick every day. He wasn’t sure what would be worse—having to see Kendrick or having to see Jonas. He’d humiliated himself with both of them. Kendrick had pitied him, and Jonas had been angry, so Devon was planning on staying away from both of them. Jonas was a Krsnik, and he could kick Devon’s ass without breaking a sweat. He probably wouldn’t hesitate to do so, either. He was fierce, especially when it came to his mate.

Devon swallowed and moved down the stairs. He didn’t go to the kitchen to get breakfast. He wasn’t hungry. He hadn’t been eating much because his stomach still churned with uneasiness. He couldn’t stop thinking about what happened. He suspected that he wouldn’t stop thinking about it until he was far away from the village, but unfortunately, that would take time.

He slipped his shoes on and quietly opened the door. He paused, but the house was quiet. Stepping out and closing the door felt like a massive step, but he told himself that he wasn’t taking that step yet. He was coming back.

For now.

* * * *
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RYAN ALMOST BEGGED Kendrick to allow him to stay home. When Kendrick had mentioned that they needed to see Clay and Roland, Ryan hadn’t thought it would happen right away. He’d thought most of the village slept during the day and was awake at night, but after breakfast, Kendrick had gotten up and declared that the two clan leaders didn’t live far away and that they could walk there. Ryan had stared, trying to make sense of the words.

He understood why he needed to talk to the clan leaders. He was here because they’d agreed he could be. If it wasn’t for them, Kendrick wouldn’t have been allowed to bring Ryan back with him, and Ryan didn’t even want to think about what would’ve happened then. He didn’t have to think about it. He’d left his parents, and he was safe and had a roof over his head. He had his brother back, something he hadn’t thought would happen.

When Kendrick had left when Ryan was eight, it was almost like he never existed. Ryan had tried talking to his father about Kendrick, but he’d been dismissed, and Ryan’s mother had never liked her stepson, maybe because she was a shifter while Kendrick was human. But she’d never felt any maternal feelings toward him, and Ryan hadn’t understood that until years later. He’d thought things would be different for him. He was his mother’s son, and he’d hoped that would mean she wanted him around even after he turned eighteen.

Clearly, she didn’t.

But he didn’t have to think about that anymore. His mother might not want him around, but Kendrick did. That was why Ryan was here. It was why he was headed to the clan leaders.

“What if they don’t want me to stay?” he asked.

“I don’t see why they wouldn’t. I’ve worked with Clay for years. We might not be best friends, but he wouldn’t do that to me. Besides, neither of them wants to lose a hunter. They need me.”

But they didn’t need Ryan. Did Ryan have anything to offer them? He wasn’t sure. He kept thinking about it as they walked, but they reached their destination way too soon.

Kendrick climbed the porch steps. He knocked and turned to Ryan, frowning when he didn’t find him behind him. Ryan quickly joined his brother, but he was so nervous that he felt like he was about to jump out of his skin.

“Relax,” Kendrick murmured. “You’ll be fine.”

Ryan had to believe it. He wanted to ask Kendrick to reassure him more, but the door opened, so they didn’t have the opportunity to talk any longer.

The man who opened the door was young—not as young as Ryan, but then, Ryan was only eighteen. This guy had to be in his mid-twenties, and he smiled easily when he saw Kendrick. “Hey.”
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